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Mission and Introduction to The Association for
Christians in Student Development:
The Association for Christians in Student Development (ACSD) is
comprised of professionals who seek to bring their commitment to Jesus
Christ together with their work in college student development. Through
the exchange of ideas, encouragement of networking, regional and annual
conferences, and application of scriptural principles to developmental
ministering to students.
The roots of ACSD go back to the 1950s with the formation of the
Christian Association of Deans of Women and the Association of
Christian Deans and Advisors of Men. The two groups merged in 1980,
has grown and currently represents more than 1,100 individuals from
more than 250 institutions. While membership originally centered in
Bible institutes, Bible colleges, and Christian liberal arts colleges, the
Association has committed itself to linking up with colleagues in all
institutions of higher education, both public and private. In support of this
emphasis, the Association has sponsored prayer breakfasts and workshops
associated organizations.
Membership in ACSD is open to all persons who have or are preparing
for responsibilities in student development areas in higher education and
who are in agreement with ACSD’s doctrinal statement, constitution,
and bylaws. Members receive the Association’s newsletter, free access to
placement services, reduced rates at annual conferences, and copies of
Growth: The Journal of the Association for Christians in Student Development.

In keeping with the mission and goals of the Association, the purposes
of Growth: The Journal of The Association for Christians in Student
Development are:
•
•

To provide a forum for members to publish original research.
To encourage the membership to be active in scholarship.
intended to inform good practice.
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Dear Readers:
I am pleased to share with you the twenty-first edition of Growth: The
Journal of the Association for Christians in Student Development. For
twenty-one years, Growth has strived to provide readers with relevant
original research and pertinent professional development to aid in our
work with college students. I trust that you have found this information
useful to your work and that you will find the articles and book reviews in
this current issue to be helpful in informing your work as educators.
This year, you will encounter four feature articles including original
research focusing on purpose and autonomous functioning, White racial
identity development, impostor syndrome, and lifestyle covenants. These
articles are followed by a collection of book reviews that are intended to
introduce us to new publications that will guide and shape our efforts as
student development practitioners.
I am grateful to those who work to make Growth possible, including Julia
VanderMolen, TRIO Coordinator at Calvin University, who serves in the
role of Book Review Editor, as well as the Associate Editor in Chief, Austin
Smith, and the Associate Editor, Eli Casteel, who have provided guidance
to the review of materials and publication processes of the journal.
Additionally, we would like to thank Lucy Man, the Communications
and Marketing Manager for Housing and Residence Life at Pepperdine
University, who provided our graphic design and layout this year. They,
along with our peer review team, have put forth great effort to produce
an edition that represents strong scholarship and is diverse in its coverage
of topics.
I particularly want to encourage you, the reader, to consider submitting
manuscripts for consideration for future issues of Growth; the next edition
will be published in the spring of 2023. Publication guidelines are included
in this issue on the inside of the back cover and are also available via the
Association for Christians in Student Development web site. We are
especially interested in manuscripts presenting original or basic research
and encourage anyone who has recently completed a graduate thesis or
dissertation to submit an article.
The publication team would like to thank you for your support of Growth:
The Journal of the Association for Christians in Student Development. We
hope your reading of it will be both engaging and challenging.
Sincerely,
Dr. Skip Trudeau, Editor
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Abstract
This study sought to understand the relationship between a
sense of purpose and autonomous functioning in college students. Further, the results were compared with the independent
variables of gender, volunteerism, and faith community participation. Participants (n = 356) were undergraduate college students at a small private liberal arts Christian institution located
in the Midwest of the United States of America. Measures included the Claremont Purpose Scale and the Index of Autonomous
Functioning. Pearson correlations were used to analyze the data,
and purpose and autonomous functioning were positively correlated. Women reported higher levels of a sense of purpose and
autonomous functioning. Students who were involved in faith
communities reported higher levels of autonomous functioning
and also were more likely to report a higher sense of purpose.
Finally, volunteerism was only associated with a beyond-the-self
focus (one of the dimensions of the Claremont Purpose Scale).

Introduction
College students in the United States are decreasingly likely to believe
it is important to develop a meaningful philosophy of life: in 1968, 85.8%
of first-year college students thought it was essential or very important
to develop a meaningful philosophy of life compared to 46.5% of firstyear students in 2015 (Eagan et al., 2016). Living with purpose gives life
a deeper sense of meaning (Damon et al., 2012), and the concern about
the number of college students who are not identifying a life purpose is
growing (Damon, 2009; Gallup & Bates College, 2019; Mercurio, 2017).
Yet, finding purpose is a journey of self-exploration that takes effort
(Damon, 2009; Fry, 1998), and researchers still do not fully understand
the nature of purpose development (Bronk, 2014; Bronk & Baumsteiger,
2017; Hill et al., 2013).
Regrettably, many adolescents and young adults do not have a sense of
purpose (Bronk, 2014; Bronk, Finch, & Talib, 2010; Damon et al., 2003;
Moran, 2009). After surveying 1,200 and interviewing almost 300 young
people ages 12–26, Damon (2009) found that only 20% of adolescents
and young adults reported commitment to a sense of purpose. Fifty-five
percent of adolescents and young adults had not made a purpose commitment, some had an idea of what their purpose might be but had not
acted on their suspected purpose, and others had explored purpose but
had no resolution regarding their specific purpose. However, perhaps
most worrying is that 25% of youth were disengaged and uninterested in
exploring or committing to purpose all together (Damon, 2009).
In addition, when 2,503 college students were asked to identify their
purposes, Glanzer et al. (2017) found that happiness was the number
one reported purpose (representing 81.2% of students), while the majority of students did not report that making a difference beyond themselves was one of their purposive goals. A minority of students interested
in contributing to the world around them is troubling because research
suggests that a focus beyond oneself is a vital dimension of purpose
(Damon et al., 2003).
Not only do a majority of undergraduate students miss the benefits of
purpose, but research on adolescents or young adults and purpose is also
limited (Bronk et al., 2018; Damon et al., 2003). Purpose research prior
to the early 2000s focused on adults (Bronk et al., 2018), and much is to
be learned about how adolescents and young adults construct purpose
(Bronk & Baumsteiger, 2017; Bronk et al., 2018; Claremont Graduate
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University, 2018; Van Dyke & Elias, 2007). In addition, researchers originally designed purpose scales to measure two dimensions, personal goal
orientation and meaningfulness, but missed the dimension of purpose
that focuses on making a difference in the world (Bronk et al., 2018;
Damon et al., 2003).
Researchers have not expansively investigated the connection between
autonomy and a sense of purpose (that includes a focus beyond oneself)
among college students. The purpose of this study was to explore the
relationship between autonomous functioning and the criteria of purpose in college students. In addition, three independent variables were
included in this research study: gender, volunteerism, and participation
in a faith community.
Research questions included: What is the relationship between the
level of autonomous functioning and the likelihood that one will meet
the criteria for purpose? Is there a significant difference for criteria met
for purpose between males and females, students who volunteer and students who do not volunteer, and students who participate in a faith community and students who do not participate in a faith community? Is
there a significant difference of autonomous functioning between males
and females, students who volunteer and students who do not volunteer,
and students who participate in a faith community and students who do
not participate in a faith community?

Literature Review
Purpose
Understanding purpose is challenging because the definition is not
widely agreed upon within academic literature and authors often use
it synonymously with meaning (Damon et al., 2003; Van Dyke & Elias,
2007). Currently, thinking of meaning as a broader concept about personal significance is becoming more common; many experiences can
give life meaning and help people make sense of their lives—having a
sense of purpose is one of them (Bronk, 2014; Bronk & Dubon, 2015;
Claremont Graduate University, 2018; Weinstein et al., 2012). To try
to provide structure to the purpose construct, Damon et al. (2003) offered the following definition, “Purpose is a stable and generalized intention to accomplish something that is at once meaningful to the self
and of consequence to the world beyond the self ” (p. 121). Within this
definition, there are three dimensions of purpose: a goal orientation,

a sense of meaning, and a beyond-the-self focus (Bronk et al., 2018;
Damon, 2003).
Purpose provides direction. Thus, not any goal will qualify as a purpose goal (Mcknight & Kashdan, 2009). The purpose goal must be significant and relatively stable because a purpose goal provides the overarching framework from which all other objectives and action steps arise
(Bronk & Baumsteiger, 2017; Damon et al., 2003; Mcknight & Kashdan,
2009). Motivation for the goal must be intrinsic and personally inspirational (Claremont Graduate University, 2018) therefore, making progress toward the goal provides a sense of meaning (Mcknight & Kashdan,
2009). However, purpose goals do not just provide meaning; they also
contribute something of value to the external world (Bronk & Baumsteiger, 2017; Damon et al., 2003; Frankl, 1985).
Youth purpose is associated with higher self-esteem, achievement
(Damon et al., 2003), positive emotions, hope, happiness (Burrow &
Hill, 2011), and higher well-being (Byron & Miller-Perrin, 2009). Undergraduate students who reported a higher sense of purpose were also
more likely to have a higher sense of perceived self-efficacy in college
(DeWitz et al., 2009).
Across the lifespan, people with a sense of purpose are more likely to
be satisfied with their lives (Bronk et al., 2009). Adults with a sense of
purpose report more emotions that are positive (Hill et al., 2018; Ryff et
al., 2004; Zika & Chamberlain, 1992) and experience more contentment
and self-esteem (Bigler, 2001). People with a sense of purpose experience fewer negative emotions (Hill et al., 2018; Ryff et al., 2004) and are
less likely to experience depression, anxiety (Bigler, 2001), or boredom
(Fahlman et al., 2009). Beyond subjective well-being, individuals who
reported a sense of purpose, experienced physical health benefits (Hill
et al., 2018; Ryff et al., 2004) and data suggested these individuals live
longer (Boyle et al., 2009; Hill & Turiano, 2014; Krause, 2009).
Autonomous Functioning
Self-determination theory focuses on understanding and explaining
human behavior and motivation and posits that individuals need to experience autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When these needs
are met, individuals are more likely to experience flourishing and thriving (Ryan & Deci, 2001, 2017). A second and connected mini theory
within the self-determination framework is the causality orientations
theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017), which suggests that as a result of social contexts satisfying or frustrating needs, people learn to orient themselves to
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their environments (Ryan & Deci, 2006, 2017). Causality orientations go
beyond having needs met within specific contexts and are more broadly focused on the person’s disposition across various contexts or times
(Ryan & Deci, 2017).
Weinstein et al. (2012) referred to dispositional autonomy as autonomous functioning and suggested three dimensions: authorship/self-congruence, interest-taking, and a low susceptibility to control. People who
function autonomously feel as though they are authoring their lives instead of someone else writing their narrative, they live with self-congruence and alignment between their values and beliefs. Individuals with
an autonomous orientation are reflective, becoming more aware of their
emotions, interests, values, and experiences, and use this knowledge and
insight to guide their self-determined goals. Finally, dispositional autonomy is negatively correlated with susceptibility to control because
behavior derives from the integrated self rather than responding to internal or external pressure.
Autonomous functioning is correlated with many factors that influence health and well-being (Weinstein et al., 2012). The researchers
also found that among college students, dispositional autonomy was
positively correlated with curiosity, self-awareness, mindful attention,
positive affect, self-esteem, vitality, life satisfaction, sense of life meaning, and personal growth. Further, students with high levels of autonomous functioning reported that in relationships they experienced more
closeness, more openness (to experiencing closeness to people different from them), and increased happiness and life meaning following
the interactions.
Important to note is that some critics have argued that autonomy is not
relevant in cultures that value inter-connectedness over independence.
Throughout academic literature, autonomy has been used synonymously
with independence and has been critiqued for being a gendered or individualistic construct (Ryan & Deci, 2017). However, self-determination
theorists argued for a distinction between the terms, autonomy does not
infer independence or individualism (Ryan & Deci, 2006, 2017). While
autonomy may lead to acting independently, it is possible to function
autonomously and consent to acting interdependently or dependently
(Ryan & Deci, 2006).

Methodology
Higher education professionals have a vested interest in helping students develop as autonomous and purposeful people, yet little is understood about the relationship of these two developmental aims, especially when purpose is operationalized to include a beyond-the-self focus.
This study utilized a quantitative non-experimental methodology using
bivariate analysis to investigate the relationship between autonomous
functioning and the criteria for purpose in traditional undergraduate
college students.
The variables of this study were purpose and autonomous functioning. In this study, purpose was defined as a personal and overarching
intention to contribute something of value to the world (Bronk et al.,
2018; Damon et al., 2003). Autonomy was defined as self-endorsed behavior that concurs with, and is, an expression of the integrated self
(Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Autonomous functioning is
when individuals embody autonomy to such an extent that they believe they are capable of a self-endorsed life (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan
& Deci, 2017). Three independent variables were included in this research study: gender, volunteerism, and participation in a faith community. The study explored the associations between the demographic
variables and purpose and autonomous functioning by using reliable
and valid instruments.
Claremont Purpose Scale
The criteria for purpose were measured with the Claremont Purpose
Scale (Bronk et al., 2018), which seeks to understand one’s intention to
contribute to the world beyond oneself in a manner that is personally
meaningful (Damon et al., 2003). Purpose includes three dimensions:
goal orientation, personal meaningfulness, and beyond-the-self influence (Bronk et al., 2018; Damon et al., 2003). Both the purpose scale and
individual subscales (measuring each dimension) demonstrated validity
and internal consistency. The Cronbach alpha coefficient for the entire
scale in the first two studies was .917–.945. The Cronbach alpha coefficients for the subscales also demonstrated internal consistency (i.e.,
goal orientation = .862, meaningfulness = .924, beyond-the-self = .917).
The Claremont Purpose Scale was designed to measure how many criteria for purpose the respondents have met (rather than as a measure
of low, medium, or high purpose) (Bronk et al., 2018). In addition, the
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researchers stated that the scale is nuanced enough to measure changes
over time.
Index of Autonomous Functioning Scale
Autonomous functioning is the embodiment of autonomy that results
in the belief that one is capable of living a self-endorsed life (Deci &
Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2017) and was measured with the dispositional Index of Autonomous Functioning (Weinstein et al., 2012). After several analyses, the Index of Autonomous Functioning was demonstrated
to have high validity and reliability, and researchers found a confirmatory factor analysis supported the index (Weinstein et al., 2012). The results indicated stability over time (consistency over a six-month period),
and after multiple studies, researchers suggested a predictive nature between autonomous functioning and positive factors for well-being. The
dispositional Index of Autonomous Functioning demonstrated internal
consistency, and the Cronbach alpha coefficient was .81. The scale was
designed to measure traits like disposition autonomy, but authors indicated that the dimensions of autonomy can also be measured by using
the subscales. The Cronbach alpha coefficient was .89 for the authorship/self-congruence subscale, .83 for interest-taking subscale, and .84
for susceptibility of control subscale.
Demographic Variables
Gender, volunteerism, and participation in a faith community were reported in order to better understand the relationship between these relevant college student demographics and purpose and autonomy. Gender
was measured with an open-ended prompt (male, boy, man, M, or B
were coded as male and female, girl, woman, W, F, or G were coded
as female), no students reported non-binary gender. Students reported
whether they engaged in volunteer work while attending college frequently, occasionally, or not at all. Finally, students reported if they participate in a faith community outside of the college once-a-week, two or
three times a month, once-a-month, a few times a semester, or not at all.
Sample
This quantitative study used a convenience sample of college students
at a small private evangelical liberal arts university located in the Midwest of the United States of America. Students were invited to participate
because of their enrollment in a required first-year course. The study
sample included 112 males, 227 females, and 17 students who did not
provide information regarding their gender (n=356). Students were over
the age of 18 and consented to participate. To collect the data, an online

survey was administered to participants. Independent t-test and oneway analysis of variance (ANOVA) were used to better understand how
demographic variables influence the likelihood that a student will function autonomously or meet the criteria for purpose. That data analysis
involved inferential statistics using Pearson’s correlation coefficient to
investigate the relationships between purpose and autonomy. Pearson
correlations were completed between the main variables (i.e., purpose
and autonomous functioning). Further analysis was completed by conducting independent t-tests for gender and volunteerism demographic
variables and each of the main variables. When a significant difference
existed, additional analysis was conducted using independent t-tests
and that variable’s subscales. One-way ANOVA was conducted for faith
community participation demographic variables.

Results and Discussion
Purpose and Autonomy
The Cronbach alpha coefficient for the Claremont Purpose Scale
(.833), and for the Index of Autonomous Functioning scale (.731) demonstrated adequate internal reliability. The data were analyzed using
Pearson’s correlation coefficient to investigate the relationship between
purpose and autonomy. The positive correlation between autonomous
functioning and the criteria met for purpose indicated that the more autonomous students were, the more likely they were to meet the criteria
for purpose, r (352) = .271, p < .001. Likewise, the positive correlation
suggests that as students report less autonomous functioning, they are
less likely to meet the criteria for purpose.
Gender and Purpose
Independent t-tests were used to investigate the relationships between
gender and the Claremont Purpose Scale. Levene’s test revealed the homogeneity of variance was not violated (p > .05), and the results of the
independent t-test did not reveal a significant difference between gender
and the Claremont Purpose Scale, t (335) = -1.081, p = .280, d = -.125.
Further, the Levene’s test revealed the homogeneity of variance was only
violated for the goal dimension (p < .05). In response, Welch’s adjusted
t-statistic was used to correct the violation and a significant statistical
difference was found between gender and goal orientation, t (197.464) =
-2.258, p = .025, d = -.267. Women were significantly more likely to meet
more criteria for the goal orientation dimension of purpose. The independent t-tests did not support a significant difference between gender
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and meaning, t (337) = 1.15, p =.249, d = .133. However, there was a significant difference between gender and beyond-the-self focus, t (336) =
-2.030, p = .043, d = -.235. Women were also significantly more likely to
meet more criteria for the beyond-the-self dimension of purpose.
Gender and Autonomous Functioning
Independent t-tests were also used to investigate the relationship between gender and autonomous functioning, and the Levene’s test revealed no violations between gender and the Index of Autonomous
Functioning or any of its subscales (p > .05). The independent t-tests
showed a statistically significant difference in the likelihood that women
were to score higher on the Index of Autonomous Functioning, t(335) =
-2.172, p = .031, d = -.252. Although women were more likely to report
autonomous functioning, they were not statistically more likely to meet
the criteria for any of the subscales.
Volunteerism and Purpose
It was determined before the study was conducted that if a survey
answer received fewer than a 10% respondent rate, that survey response
item would be collapsed into the next closest group. Only 8.7% of students responded that they volunteered frequently, and therefore, their
results were collapsed with the students who volunteered occasionally.
An independent t-test was used to compare the criteria met for purpose
by students who did not volunteer (n = 149) with the students who volunteered occasionally or frequently (n = 206). All t-tests were first tested
for homogeneity of variance assumption, and Levene’s test revealed
there were no violations of homogeneity for any of the scales. There was
no statistically significant difference (p > .05) identified between the
two groups when the students responded to the criteria for purpose.
However, students who volunteered occasionally or frequently were
significantly more likely to meet more criteria for the beyond-the-self
dimension of purpose.
Volunteerism and Autonomous Functioning
An independent t-test was also used to determine if there was a significant difference in the likelihood that students who volunteered frequently or occasionally would be more likely to score higher levels of
autonomous functioning than the students who reported not volunteering. Levene’s test indicated that no scales violated the homogeneity of
variance assumption, and the independent t-test indicated that there
were no significant differences between the students who volunteered
frequently or occasionally and the students who did not volunteer in

their levels of autonomous functioning or any of the Index of Autonomous Functioning subscales.
Faith Community Participation and Purpose
Analysis of the data collected to understand the relationship between
participation in a faith community and purpose indicated that the homogeneity of variance was not violated (p = .063) and a Q-Q Plot demonstrated that the results followed a normal and linear distribution pattern. A one-way ANOVA was conducted, which did reveal a significant
difference, F(3, 350) = 12.812, p <.001. Tukey post hoc tests revealed
that students who do not participate in a faith community outside of
the institution (M = 3.457, SD = .583) were less likely to meet the criteria for purpose than students who participate in a faith community
two or three times a month (M = 3.617, SD = .512, p = .004, d = -.515).
Students who did not participate in a faith community were also significantly less likely to meet the criteria for purpose than students who
participate weekly (M = 3.904, SD = .433, p < .001, d = -.900). There was
also a significant difference between students who participate in a faith
community a few times a semester (M = 3.617, SD = .512) and those
who participate weekly (p < .001, d = -.610). There was not a significant
difference between students who participate in a faith community two
or three times a month and those that participate in a faith community
weekly (p = .122, d = -.353). Students who participate in faith communities were statistically more likely to meet the criteria for purpose.
Upon discovery of the significant difference found in the criteria met
for purpose between students who attend faith communities weekly and
other students, additional analyses were completed. Levene’s test found
no violation of homogeneity of variance for goal orientation (p = .150)
or meaning (p = .181). The one-way ANOVA for goal orientation found
no significant difference, F(3, 351) = 1.954, p = .121, for students who attended faith communities at different frequencies. The one-way ANOVA
for meaning found a significant difference between students who attended faith communities weekly and the likelihood that they would score
higher on the meaning subscale, F(3, 352) = 12.156, p <.001. Tukey post
hoc tests revealed that students who do participate in a faith community
outside of the university on a weekly basis (M = 3.733, SD = .718) were
more likely to meet the criteria for the meaning subscale of purpose than
students who do not participate in a faith community (M = 3.045, SD =
.905, p < .001, d = -.866), students who participate in a faith community
a few times a semester (M = 3.248, SD = .802, p <.001, d = -.641), and
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students who participate in a faith community a few times a month (M
= 3.365, SD = .868, p = .012, d = -.471.
When investigating the relationship between the beyond-the self-dimension of purpose and faith community participation, Levene’s test for
the homogeneity of variance assumption found a violation (p = .001).
A one-way ANOVA was run with Welch’s correction and a significant
difference was found, F(3, 179.449) = 8.435, p < .001. Tukey post hoc
tests revealed that students who do participate in a faith community outside of the university on a weekly basis (M = 4.259, SD = .587) were
more likely to meet the criteria for the beyond-the-self subscale of purpose than students who do not participate in a faith community (M =
3.792, SD = .778, p < .001, d = -.700), and students who participate in
a faith community a few times a semester (M = 3.908, SD = .766, p =
.001, d = -.522). Post hoc tests on the beyond-the-self dimension of purpose also revealed a significant difference between students who participate in a faith community two or three times a month (M = 4.118,
SD = .577) and students who do not participate in a faith community,
p = .018, d = -.479.
Faith Community Participation and Autonomous Functioning
Upon finding that the homogeneity of variance was not significant
(p = .094) and the results followed a normal and linear distribution pattern, a one-way ANOVA was conducted to investigate the relationship
between frequency of participation in a faith community and autonomous functioning, which revealed a significant difference, F(3, 350) =
3.363, p = .019. The post hoc test revealed that students who attended a
faith community weekly (M = 3.570, SD = .480) were statistically more
likely to report higher levels of autonomous functioning than students
who did not participate in a faith community (M = 3.383, SD = .508,
p = .033, d = -.382).
Analyses were also conducted to understand the relationships between
faith community participation and the subscales of the Index of Autonomous Functioning. Levene’s test showed no violation of homogeneity of
variance for authorship (p = .708), susceptibility of control (p = .148),
or interest-seeking (p = .053). The one-way ANOVA for the authorship
subscale revealed that students who attended faith communities weekly
were more likely to report higher levels of authorship, F(3, 352) = 4.480,
p = .004. The post hoc test results revealed that students who participate
weekly in a faith community (M = 4.079, SD = .488) report higher levels
of authorship than students who do not participate in a faith community

(M = 3.847, SD = .546, p = .016, d = -.454). A one-way ANOVA showed
no significant difference between the susceptibility of control subscale
results and faith community participation, F(3, 351) = .212, p = .888.
Finally, a one-way ANOVA investigating the relationship between interest-seeking and faith community participation did find a significant
difference, F(3, 351) = 2.837, p = .038. The post hoc test revealed that
students who participated weekly in a faith community (M = 3.846,
SD = .866) were significantly more likely to report higher levels of interest-seeking than students who only attended faith communities a few
times a semester (M = 3.531, SD = .886, p = .043, d = -.360).

Discussions and Implications for Practice
Purpose and Autonomous Functioning
As suspected, purpose and autonomous functioning were positively
correlated. The correlation between purpose and autonomous functioning supports the suggestion of previous scholars that identity and purpose are related but separate dimensions of development (Bronk, 2014;
Burrow & Hill, 2011; Hill et al., 2016; Mclean & Pratt, 2006), providing
some indication that supporting the development of one of these aims
could indirectly support the other.
Gender
While previous studies have provided inconsistent results regarding
gender and developmental aims (García-Alandete, 2014), the current
study provides some indication that women may develop purpose and
autonomy sooner than men. In the current study, women were more
likely to report autonomous functioning, which is not entirely surprising
given the complex and interconnected variables that influence gender
expectations during emerging adulthood (Goldin, et al., 2006; Kleinfeld,
2009; Schiffrin et al., 2019). Notably, women were also more likely to
have a goal orientation and a beyond-the-self focus but not more likely
to report a sense of meaning. This finding may provide some indication that women experience a disconnect between prosocial goals and a
sense of meaning. Perhaps women could benefit from support making
these connections. Relatedly, men may be delayed in their autonomous
functioning and purpose development, specifically in the dimensions of
goal orientation and beyond-the-self focus.
When it comes to purpose and autonomy, questions, reflections, and
suggestions need to be tailored around a student’s readiness. Men may
need more time and attention given to purpose exploration and the
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fostering of autonomy. Women may need less encouragement on cultivating autonomy and purpose and may need more attention given to
how to connect their purpose to meaning.
Volunteerism
The current study’s findings are important because they give insight
into how volunteering may be influencing autonomy and purpose development. When analyzing volunteerism, the only relationship that
was found to be significant was the likelihood that students who volunteered reported higher levels of a beyond-the-self focus than other students. While volunteering may be one way to increase exposure to the
world’s needs, it may not always be a satisfying or meaningful experience
(Wray-Lake et al.,2019) or embarked upon with a sense of volition and
could even lead toward resentment (Beehr et al., 2010). If volunteering is
not enjoyable or engaged under duress, it may thwart autonomy (WrayLake et al., 2019).
Volunteering is not the only way for college students to engage prosocial goal orientations, and volunteering for the sake of volunteering is not useful for supporting purpose and autonomy development.
The data do not provide evidence that students who volunteer are any
more likely to have a clear understanding of a goal on their horizon that
gives their life meaning. Further, students who volunteer are no more
likely to report that they are living with a sense of volition. Consideration should be given to diversifying volunteer opportunities so students can choose something of interest, an autonomous act supportive
of purpose exploration.
Faith Community Participation
The results of this study indicate that involvement with a faith community is associated with purpose, a beyond-the-self focus, meaningfulness, autonomous functioning, authorship, and interest-taking. The
relationships between faith community participation and the concepts
of meaning and prosocial focus have been established (Clydesdale, 2015;
Mariano & Damon, 2008) and were expected. Religious organizations
serve a supportive role in purpose development (Pfund & Miller-Perrin,
2019) and developing a prosocial focus (Moran et al., 2013).
The correlation between faith community participation and authorship and interest-taking is more curious. Faith communities can be
supportive to adults as they explore their identity (King, 2008; Tirri &
Quinn, 2010). Further, the current research indicates that faith communities are not barriers to autonomous functioning, authorship, or

interest-taking. In other words, participation with an in-group, such as
a religious community, does not appear to inhibit a young person’s ability to act with a sense of volition. Schools, specifically small Christian
universities, should consider these communities as possible extensions
of outside-of-the-classroom education. As potential student development partners, church leaders could be invited to developmental theory
and practice trainings. Students are influenced in positive ways by their
faith community experiences, and it would be prudent for schools to
think about how they can maximize the student experience by helping shape how churches think about how college students develop
autonomy and purpose.
Limitations
While the current study contributes to the literature on purpose and
autonomous functioning as the first to closely investigate the relationships between these two constructs, certain limitations need to be considered when understanding these results. The first limitation is the
student population. The participants in this study were students from a
small private faith-based liberal arts institution in the Midwest region of
the United States and may not be representative of the diversity represented within the population of emerging adults.
Another limitation of this study was how purpose and autonomous
functioning were conceptualized. The literature sourced was assumed
to have been predominantly authored by Western scholars where whiteness, as a social construct, has shaped perspectives around developmental aims. While disentangling the influence of dominant and privileged
cultures can be challenging, this study needs to be taken within context
as unconscious bias could be embedded in the current understandings
of purpose and autonomy. This study may provide contributions to the
literature on purpose and autonomy, and understanding the potential
limitations on how purpose and autonomy were understood from potentially homogenous, and not diverse, perspectives is important.
Finally, the current study solely focused on the relationships between
purpose and autonomous functioning. While this study provides information that could be valuable to educators, it does not provide insights regarding which variables may be having a supportive effect on
the others.
Recommendations for Research
Among participants, only the beyond-the-self dimension of purpose
correlated with volunteerism. Better understanding the relationships
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between both purpose and autonomous functioning with prosocial
goals outside of volunteering would be important. Research should also
continue to investigate if there is a unique relationship between emerging adults and volunteerism and how this may change over time.
At the institution where this study took place, students who regularly
attended faith communities reported higher levels of autonomous functioning. Future research may want to consider if a person’s perceived
autonomy equates with actual autonomy, specifically in relation to faith.
Future research should also focus on understanding how personal
identities (e.g., gender, cultural, ethnic, ability, social class, religion)
may influence purpose and autonomy development. Due to the gender
discrepancies, special attention should be given to how gender socialization may be a factor affecting the development of autonomy and
purpose in women.

Conclusion
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The current study contributes to previous literature on development
in young adults as it is the first to investigate the relationship between
autonomous functioning and having a sense of purpose that includes
a beyond-the-self focus. As suspected, students who reported higher
levels of autonomous functioning were more likely to meet the criteria
for purpose, a finding that aligns with developmental theory. Furthermore, this study provides useful insight into how gender may influence
sense of purpose and autonomous functioning. Women reported higher
scores on both scales but indicated they may need assistance with meaning-making when it comes to processing their purposes. Students who
report higher levels of both autonomous functioning and criteria met
for purpose were more involved with faith communities indicating the
potential significance of these relationships. Conversely, volunteerism
was only associated with a beyond-the-self focus providing pause to how
volunteering should be promoted and encouraged in connection with
purpose and autonomy development. Overall, the data in this study offer
important findings that add to the previous literature on purpose and
autonomous functioning.
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Exploring White Racial Identity Development within
Christian Colleges
Glen Kinoshita, Ph.D.
Biola University
Abstract
Racial identity development is a growth process in which many
college students engage as they regularly interact with peers and
instructors from diverse backgrounds. As compositional diversity, as well as diversity of thought, lags at Christian colleges, the
purpose of this qualitative, narrative study was to understand
how White students who have undergone significant progress in
their racial identity development, describe their process while
attending predominantly White, evangelical, Christian colleges. Three participants from three Christian colleges/universities
were interviewed, a total of nine, White student participants.
One college was located in the Pacific Northwest and two colleges were located in Southern California. The participant’s narratives revealed that there were factors that facilitated their growth
process and factors that impeded their growth process regarding racial identity development. Each factor had external and internal dimensions. Four major categories were identified as the
factors that facilitated and impeded racial identity development
were combined with the external and internal dimensions. The
content and figures in this article were developed from the researcher’s doctoral dissertation (Kinoshita, 2018).
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Introduction
The college years are a time when momentous racial identity development can occur in the life of a student. Much of this development
is a result of interracial engagement, both spontaneous and planned,
that takes place in the heterogeneous environment of a college. However, being that the majority of Christian colleges are lacking diversity
in composition and thought, this process may be hindered for students.
For White students in particular, Cha and Jun (2019) commented, “the
cost is great to white students who are not encountering opportunities
to develop a healthy consciousness of race during college. Specifically,
white students should encounter opportunities to examine their own
racial identity and their whiteness” (p. 66). This lack of diversity on all
levels (faculty, staff, fellow students) limits White students from the interracial dialogue which is crucial for racial identity formation.
In seeking to address this gap, the central research question that drove
this study was: How do White students who have undergone substantial
identity development at a predominately White, evangelical Christian
college describe their own process of racial identity formation?
26

Identity Formation in Christian Perspective
Biblical principles regarding human dignity are mentioned throughout scripture and are thus applicable to all aspects of human identity.
Genesis 1:26 describes the climax of the creation order where God declared, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness,” and the culmination in Genesis 1:31 where everything God
created was described as, “very good.” The fact that all humanity was
created in the image of God is crucial when exploring one’s identity.
Hays (2003) wrote:
So the creation of humans in the image of God has far-reaching implications for how we view each other and how we treat
each other. All people of all races are created in God’s image and
therefore deserve to be treated with dignity and respect. (p. 51)
Another concept that frames our perspective on God’s intention for
humanity is shalom, “universal flourishing, wholeness, and delight — a
rich state of affairs in which natural needs are satisfied and natural gifts
fruitfully employed, all under arch of God’s love” (Plantinga, 2002, p.
15). Shalom and humanity’s relationship with God was broken when sin
entered the world. Williams (2010) wrote:

As a result of sin, every relationship needs to be restored to the
original state in which God intended before sin entered the creation. All races – not just blacks and whites – scattered throughout the entire world need to be reconciled first to God and second
to one another because of the universal impact of sin. (p. 3)
Racism, then, is a direct result of the fall that continues to influence the world today. The concept of race, and consequently racism,
is “a denial that all people have been created in the image of God”
(Hays, 2003, p. 50).
One of the damaging ways that race manifests itself is through the establishing of hierarchies amongst people groups, with some “positioned
as dominant or advantaged in relation to other groups that are subordinated or disadvantaged” (Bell, 2016, p. 9). These hierarchies can easily
become accepted as “the natural order of things,” particularly when
“both advantaged and targeted group members internalize their roles
and accept their positions in the hierarchical relationship” (Hardiman,
Jackson and Griffin, 2013, p. 31). As Tizon (2018) noted, “race became
(and remains) a social construct that placed European and Euro-American at the top of the heap” (p. 41).
This racism obviously damages targeted groups, but it harms the advantaged group as well. Hardiman et al. found that “members of oppressor groups are socialized to internalize their dominant status so that it is
not seen as privileged, but is experienced as the natural order of things,
as rights, rather than as a consequence of systems that provide them
with advantages not readily available to other groups” (2013, p. 32). As
White people in U.S. society are the dominant racial group, a process
of re-socialization is necessary to move from an internalized dominant
paradigm to one that sees all humanity as image bearers of God and thus
embraces a lifestyle of building a just society that reflects shalom.

White Racial Identity Development
Wijeyesinghe and Jackson (2012) described models of racial identity development as “tools for understanding how individuals achieve an
awareness of their sense of self in relation to race within a larger social,
cultural and historical context” (p. 1). In describing the ways in which
the developmental process differs for White people and people of color,
Helms (1995) wrote, “The general developmental issue for Whites is
abandonment of entitlement, whereas the general developmental issue
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for people of color is surmounting internalized racism in its various
manifestations” (p. 184).
Several models have been developed over the years that address racial
identity development for White people in U.S. society: Hardiman (1982,
1994), Helms (1990), Ponterotto (1988), Rowe, Bennett & Atkinson
(1994), and Sue & Sue (2008). According to Sue and Sue (2008), the
model by Helms “is by far the most widely cited, researched, and applied
of all the White racial identity formulations” (p. 273). Because of the notoriety of the model by Helms, it is used as a theoretical framework by
which this study is measured, and as such it is worthwhile to highlight
the content from Helms’ model here.
Helms’s model (1990) consists of six statuses: contact, disintegration,
reintegration, pseudo-independence, immersion/emersion, and autonomy.
This model is structured in two main sections: Phase 1, Abandonment of
racism (contact, disintegration, and reintegration), and Phase 2, Defining a positive, or non-racist White identity (pseudo-independence, immersion/emersion, and autonomy) (Helms, 1990, p. 56). Helms (1995)
defined statuses as “the dynamic cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
processes that govern a person’s interpretation of racial information in
her or his interpersonal environments” (p. 184).
Contact is the first status, in which a White person in U.S. society sees
themselves as the norm for society and exhibits a “colorblind” ideology. As a result, a White person “does not consciously think of herself/
himself as White” (Helms, 2000, p. 37). In this status, if interaction with
people of color occurs, the likelihood of seeing and hearing about racism
in U.S. society increases, which can progress into disintegration. In disintegration, dissonance and confusion are common, as White people are
confronted with the reality that racism is a present reality, as opposed to
merely a past reality. Guilt and shame begin to surface and the desire to
relieve the cognitive and affective dissonance can lead to the reintegration status. In reintegration, the emotions of guilt and shame become
overwhelming and thus White people will seek to resolve the internal
dissonance that they are facing. According to Helms (2000), “the primary self-protective strategy during this stage is displacement or scapegoating; that is, resolving one’s inner turmoil by blaming people of color
for one’s condition rather than Whites” (p. 31).
As their thinking on racism continues to evolve, responsibility on the
part of White people begins to surface in pseudo-independence. This
movement from reintegration to pseudo-independence signifies the

transition from Phase 1 (abandonment of racism) to Phase 2 (defining a
positive or non-racist White identity) of this White identity development
model. As Helms (1990) summarized this status, “the person begins to
acknowledge the responsibility of Whites for racism and to see how
he or she is no longer comfortable with a racist identity and begins to
search for ways to redefine her or his White identity” (p. 61). As a White
person moves into the immersion/emersion status, the emphasis centers
on more self-discovery, as well as learning about how White people can
be responsible in a racially unjust society. Helms (1990) wrote, “The
person in this stage is searching for the answer to the questions: ‘Who
am I racially?’ and ‘Who do I want to be?’ and ‘Who are you really?’” (p.
62). Finally, in autonomy, the White person views themself, as well as
people of color, from an internalized positive White identity that is nonracist. A person in autonomy values diversity and seeks opportunities to
continuously learn and engage in ways that influence the world around
them in solidarity with people of color to build a racially just society.
Even though autonomy is the last status in the model, Helms asserted,
“it is best to think of it as an ongoing process. It is a process wherein the
person is continually open to new information and new ways of thinking about racial and cultural variables” (p. 66). In describing advanced
stages of racial identity development, Helms (1990) used the term positive White identity, which is essentially the “abandoning of racism and
the development of a non-racist White identity” (p. 49).
It is worth noting that critics of Helms’s model emphasize that it is
based on White people’s response to people of color as opposed to their
own culture, as well as questioning the linear nature of the model (Rowe,
et al., 1994). Howard (2006), while affirming Helms’s model, noted that
it is an “approximation of actual experience” (p. 98). Howard wrote of
the model, “the chronology of growth implied by her model can be
helpful as a guide and as an educative tool but may not be accurate
or appropriate for everyone” (p. 98). Readers should proceed with the
understanding that White racial identity development, as with all racial
identity development, is not a static theory. Rather it is a complex and
dynamic process.

Methodology
The method for this study was narrative research, or inquiry. Stories
can be an effective means to obtain data as it arises from research participants recounting their upbringing, stimulates personal and collective
SPRING 2022

29

Exploring White Racial Identity Development

30

processing, and highlights the paradigm shifts that may be occurring
within them. Riessman (2008) addressed the relation between narratives
and identity: “What the narrative accomplishes can become a point of
entry for the narrative analyst. Most obviously, individuals and groups
construct identity through story telling” (p. 8). Narrative inquiry thus
connects well with identity development as research participants share
their thought processes in response to their reflections on who they are
as created in God’s image.
The data for this study was collected at three Christian colleges on the
West Coast—two in Southern California and one in the Pacific Northwest. Three traditional-aged college students from each institution were
interviewed, for a total of nine student participants. Of the nine participants interviewed, five were seniors, one was a junior, and three were
sophomores. Six participants were female and three were male. Data
was collected via one-on-one interviews of 60–90 minutes each. The researcher transcribed the interviews prior to uploading and using NVivo
11 data analysis software. Through the process of open coding (Creswell,
2013, p. 86), the researcher organized data into big picture concepts. As
patterns of thoughts, feelings and growth process emerged, short words
and phrases were utilized to categorize them. Shared experiences were
identified as the researcher analyzed the data for common threads and
repeated themes. Follow up interviews were conducted with several participants for further probing questions and clarification.
Due to the complex nature of racial identity development, a purposeful sampling was pursued (Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016);
specifically, White students who have made significant progress in their
racial identity development and could provide meaningful data from
in-depth interviews. For this study to be meaningful, the targets of the
study needed to be White students whose current racial identity process
(both self-identified and as identified by directors of diversity programs
on the various campuses) reflected holding a non-racist, positive White
identity in the Helm’s model stages of pseudo-independence, immersion/emersion, and autonomy stages (Helms, 1990).
The strategies for trustworthiness were clarifying researcher bias, utilizing thick description, and negative case analysis. As the researcher
has engaged in matters of race and inclusion for many years, a conscious
effort was made to prioritize narratives—allowing them to speak for
themselves—with care for accuracy to address potential researcher bias.
The researcher developed a thick description by describing the context

and setting for each narrative, as well as the context of the Christian colleges. Regarding negative case analysis, where any data ran contrary to
general findings or racial identity models, the researcher was careful to
include this in the data collected.

Results
The data that arose from the narratives are arranged in Figure 1 by two
sets of factors: first those that facilitated or were obstacles to development, and within both of these factors, there were external and internal
dimensions to the participant’s growth process. External factors are the
various ways that the participants were influenced by programs, events
or interactions that stimulated their development. Internal factors are
the individual cognitive and affective processes engaged introspectively.
Figure 1
Process of transformation.
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External Factors That Facilitated Racial Identity Development
The external factors consisted of a variety of curricular and co-curricular gatherings where the participants were exposed to information or
interactions that stimulated their thinking about race and racial identity.
These included stories describing marginalization from students of color,
co-curricular education opportunities, classes addressing diversity as it
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related to the academic discipline, faculty/staff guidance, peer interaction, and finding safe or brave spaces to converse in community.
Stories
The stories the participants referred to were from peers who were students of color feeling marginalized within the campus climate. All nine
participants were involved in student leadership and were required to
attend training in which diversity was addressed. Participants were emotionally moved by the accounts of pain and oppression, which stimulated their reflection on issues of inclusivity in the institution and diversity
in society.
Co-curricular and Curricular Education, Faculty/Staff Guidance
Curriculum and classes were from a broad range of disciplines where
topics of diversity were addressed, specifically racial matters in the
United States as it related to the particular discipline. The course content,
readings, assignments and thoughtful reflection that resulted all contributed to the developmental process. Participants also mentioned guidance
from faculty and co-curricular educators, who modeled a commitment
to racial justice. In addition to the classroom, interaction after classes or
over meals allowed for dialogue to occur on a variety of complex issues
regarding race and identity.
Peer Mentoring
Each participant spoke of a student peer, or peers, that played a significant role in their racial identity development. The participants described
their peer mentors as both White and students of color. White student
peer mentors exemplified values of social justice and modeled Phase 2
non-racist statuses (Helms, 1990). Peer mentors who were students of
color provided perspectives through sharing personal stories of feeling
marginalized, as well as openly discussing their culture.
Several themes arose through the narratives of the participants that
were relevant to the role of peer mentoring in the participant’s racial
identity development. First, trust and rapport within relationships
created enough safety to be open and honest with one another. Second,
stories that peers shared provided insights and perspectives into the
racial identity development process that students of color experience.
Third, peers who were students of color validated and encouraged perseverance for the White participants’ racial identity development, particularly during the more challenging and painful parts of the process.

Communities of Grace
Finally, participants referenced the spaces where they engaged in difficult conversations on race, which one participant described as “communities of grace.” Several participants described how being in community
with a diversity of people and hearing their perspectives enhanced their
growth and helped them gain insights into their own racial identity. The
participants often spoke of their insecurities, how conversing on matters of race in a group with diverse experiences and identities was a new
experience for them. The significance of these communities of grace was
that the participants felt welcomed despite their fears and felt affirmed
to engage in dialogue.
Internal Factors That Facilitated Racial Identity Development
Participants experienced many thought processes and emotions as
they responded to and engaged with topics of diversity and social justice. The three themes regarding these internal factors arose from the
interviews: empathy, spiritual commitment, and courage.
Empathy
The vast majority of participants self-identified as highly empathetic and were deeply moved by the stories of their peers of color being
marginalized and invalidated on campus. As a result, they were motivated to reflect and explore topics of diversity, systemic oppression,
and justice. Empathy was also mentioned as a factor that helped them
persevere through their discomfort during discussions. “Just listening to
my friends and the struggles they’ve been through, that’s what gets me
through and keeps me motivated,” one participant said.
Spiritual Commitment
When addressing why they continued to pursue their racial identity
development despite its challenges, all participants affirmed that diversity and racial justice were values central to their faith. As they were
exposed to concepts of racism in U.S. society, they were eager to address the question, “What does the Bible say about this injustice?” As a
consequence of the various opportunities referenced prior, participants
were exposed to biblical theology addressing the inclusive nature of the
kingdom of God, which was new information to most of them. Another
prominent theme mentioned often that connected their faith to conversations on race and diversity was the inclusivity exemplified by Jesus
while on earth.
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Courage to Persevere
As noted earlier, the participants described emotional discomfort
throughout their growth process, more specifically, feeling uninformed,
fearful about engaging in conversations, and experiencing high levels of
guilt. Having come to the dual realization that racism exists as a reality
on their campuses and spaces were created to dialogue about it, many
struggled to enter these spaces wondering if they would be welcomed.
Despite these emotions, one participant mentioned how she was “determined to try” engaging with the conversation because “choosing to
remain ignorant seemed like the wrong choice...[like] choosing a lower
standard to live by.” Her display of courage was further exemplified as
she continued to elaborate:
By choosing to engage, I am choosing to grow. It is hard and
difficult, but I recognize that growth does not happen in your
comfort zone. So, by pushing out of my comfort zone, not only
will it improve my ability to have conversations, but will improve
my life in general. As I continue to expand my understanding of
the world around me, I’ll be able to better interact, and influence
more people.
Despite their hesitancy, the participants ultimately chose to engage as
they confronted their fears and insecurities.
External Factors That Were Obstacles to Racial Identity Development
During their time in college, participants also encountered external
factors that impeded, or were obstacles to their racial identity development. The main external factors that made racial identity difficult were
the lack of resources in the institution, pushback from friends and family,
and resistance and apathy from their Christian community.
Lack of Resources or Opportunities
According to participants, though opportunities to converse were
present on campus, they were limited. These conversations were “discovered” as a result of student leadership training, friends who initiated conversations, or sessions that arose following racial incidents on
campus. Participants acknowledged that it was difficult to find faculty
who were fluent in discussing diversity and that opportunities to converse in classes were sparse.
Resistance from Family
Most of the participants described their families as central to their socialization process growing up. As their awareness of diversity and racial
identity grew, relationships with family members became more strained.

On trips home, participants often encountered resistance when expressing new perspectives, and this was heartbreaking to them. One participant spoke of sharing what she was experiencing:
Having parents who don’t have awareness of their White racial
identity is really hard. I go home for Thanksgiving and they
would ask what am I learning in my classes. When I respond
that I’m learning about racial justice, they disengage and move
on to another topic. Sometimes my dad will make an offensive
joke and then say, “Whoops, can’t say that with Miss Racial Justice over here.”
As participants progressed in racial identity and understanding of
racism in U.S. society, their growing understanding of White privilege
and systemic racism conflicted with their family’s individualistic and
colorblind ideology.
Another factor mentioned was how they would be accused of “going
liberal” and how this was the wrong direction for evangelicals. One
participant commented:
A huge barrier to my growth has been my own family. My parents love people, but being they are politically conservative, they
choose not to engage in racial reconciliation. I think there are
people who adhere closer to their political party as opposed to
what God is saying in the Bible.
Being that many of the participants were close with their families,
the resistance they encountered was especially painful as engaging
in their racial identity development became a value they were very
passionate about.
Resistance from Friends
A common reference from participants was how their White friends
at college would push back or disengage from any conversation on diversity and Whiteness. Several participants recognized this reticence as
a cultural norm. One student commented, “I think the friends I have
been surrounded with have a barrier, just not being able to talk about
it. It’s easy just to go along with the norm.” One student spoke of the attitude that she often encounters as “barriers” and yearned for a more
empathetic response:
I think that is what I am looking for in lots of ways, for them to
see what I am going through and to say, “I hadn’t thought about
that, tell me more about who you are and what you are feeling.”
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I think in those situations where I feel frustrated and feel those
barriers, it’s because I don’t feel the empathy that I am wanting.
When conversations with friends did occur, participants spoke of
having to manage the emotional climate as their friends either invalidated the importance of diversity or sought to debate (as opposed to
dialogue). Participants spoke of having to proceed with caution as many
of their friends lacked the concepts and vocabulary to engage on a
meaningful level.
Resistance and Apathy from the Christian Community
Another form of impediment to growth was apathy and resistance to
conversations on diversity or racial justice from the Christian college
culture at large. Participants mentioned that engaging in discussions on
race involved stressful energy which caused students to shut down. As
one said,
. . . there is sort of a culture of apathy at [our college]. People
don’t like to be upset here, they [dislike] conflict. I think exploring your identity as a White person involves a lot of stress. And
for White people, they don’t often experience this stress in their
life because their existence is normalized. So, I think that sort of
complacency or apathy is definitely a barrier.
Much of the impetus for participant’s desiring to engage in conversations on race was that as their racial identity development progressed,
so did their understanding of biblical mandates for racial justice. The
cultural norm at their Christian colleges, however, was to disengage or
avoid such conversations.
Internal Factors That Were Obstacles to Racial Identity Development
The internal factors that impeded racial identity formation for the participants were their inner thoughts and emotive processes, which caused
hesitancy, insecurity, fear, and a sense of bearing the onus for society’s
racial injustice. Three major themes arose: feeling uninformed, fear of
engaging in conversations, and struggles with guilt.
Feeling Uninformed and Fearful in Engaging Conversations
About Race
Two internal struggles, feeling ill-informed on racial matters and feeling fearful about engaging in conversations on race, were often expressed
in the same context. As the majority of the participants grew up in predominantly White neighborhoods, they lacked meaningful interaction
with people of color and were raised in colorblind ideology. As a result,
the majority felt ill-equipped to engage in meaningful dialogue on issues

of race. Terms such as “scared,” “nervous,” and “not wanting to mess
up” were used to describe how participants felt. As a result of feeling
uninformed, the majority of participants were reluctant to join events
or conversations on racial justice, as they could not determine if what
they were thinking—and thus would say—was racist or not. However,
some participants did attend gatherings despite their fears and were able
handle their emotional discomfort.
Feelings of Guilt in Conversations on Race
Feeling guilty during conversations on racial justice was a recurring
theme. Most addressed how hearing stories of pain that White privilege
had caused their friends who were students of color resulted in feelings
of guilt; some wished to evade these conversations as a result. One student said that learning about White privilege gave her new insights but
was also painful. Two others indicated that their guilt subsided as they
embodied a more developed racial identity.

Discussion
Critical Peer Mentoring
Peer influence was a common item referenced by the participants in
regard to the broadening of one’s understanding about systemic inequality. Critical mentoring is a term that describes the process where the
mentor seeks to build an understanding of systemic inequality through
conversations that take place in the mentoring process (Weiston-Serdan,
2017). Critical peer mentoring takes the concept of critical mentoring
with application on a peer level, mentoring thus takes place amongst
peers with focus on building critical awareness on matters of race and
injustice (Kinoshita, 2018). In this study, critical peer mentoring was
among the most significant external factors relating to peer influence
that facilitated racial identity development.
Implications for Practice
Those who engage with White students regarding their racial identity
development should first reflect on their own racial identity development and prioritize their growth so as to effectively lead the process for
others. Howard (2006) adds, “We cannot help our students overcome
the negative repercussions of past and present racial dominance if we
have not unraveled the remnants of dominance that still lingers in our
minds, hearts, and habits” (p. 6). Whether educators are White or people
of color, it is essential for those who are in positions to mentor and guide
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in developmental capacities to personally know and do the work of racial
identity development for themselves.
Student Affairs practitioners can utilize the points highlighted from
this research as guiding principles for supporting White students in
their racial identity development. Each quadrant from the Figure 1 diagram can serve as a basis for programmatic insights, as well as a guide
for interactions, counseling or advising for students. While space does
not allow for each section to be discussed, Figure 2 lists corresponding strategies to consider as implications for practice. Items offered here
are not exhaustive but samplings to help stimulate further thought. Student Affairs professionals can conceive a balanced approach to facilitate
growth in both the external and internal realms through programs that
challenge students to develop awareness and deeper insights, as well as
supporting students emotionally as they navigate the various forms of
resistance they encounter from friends, family and the institutions they
are a part of.
Figure 2
Suggested action items to enhance racial identity development.
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Limitations
A limitation to this study was that the research participants were selected from three Christian colleges on the West Coast. Although research

participants came from a wide variety of locations across the country
and abroad, their college experience reflected the culture and demographics of the West Coast (Pacific Northwest and Southern California).
Interviews from the Midwest, the South, and the East Coast could provide perspectives where issues of race and White racial identity reflect a
more diverse context.
Recommendations for Further Research
In the midst of conducting this research, a question often raised by the
participants was “What does a positive White identity look like?” More
research could be done to explore factors and trends that surface for
White students in a Christian context who enter more advanced stages
of development. Further research could be conducted on how this ongoing process unfolds and what challenges arise. Another item for research
is to explore trends in thought and attitude within White society as U.S.
demographics continue to shift. As the White population continues to
decrease in numbers, will there be more or less willingness to be proactive in the empowering journey of racial identity? Lastly, as the majority
of the participants self-identified as highly empathetic, it would be important to conduct further research exploring racial identity formation
for those who do not identify as empathetic.

Conclusion
Frequent interaction with diverse people is a crucial factor for racial
identity development. As diversity lags at Christian colleges on all levels,
this study sought to explore the question: How do White students who
have experienced significant racial identity formation while attending
predominantly White, evangelical Christian colleges describe their process? The data that arose from this study revealed there were factors that
facilitated and were obstacles to the participant’s development. Within
both of these factors there were external and internal dimensions. External factors were primarily encounters with diverse people through
classes, co-curricular programs, and personal interactions. Internal
factors were the participant’s processes, engaged introspectively, on cognitive and affective levels.
As the racial climate in the U.S. continuously grows polarized, engaging in racial identity development remains an important process for
students during their college years. In describing their growth process,
participants from this study referenced qualities such as increased critical
thinking on matters of race, empathy for both oppressed and privileged
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groups, and deeper relationships with students and colleagues from diverse backgrounds. Qualities as such would be of great benefit to our
society today. Student affairs professionals can support the growth and
development of White students by enhancing factors that facilitate racial
identity, as well as being a supportive presence when students encounter
resistance or obstacles to their racial identity development process.
In summary, White racial identity development is a growth process
whereby a person engages in a series of paradigm shifts which results
in a deconstruction of the racial hierarchy and reconstructs a new identity: a non-racist, or a positive, White identity. For the White Christian
student and educator alike, this reconstruction process must include
viewing oneself alongside the whole of humanity with no racial hierarchy; made whole in the image of God, flourishing and abundant in the
connectedness of shalom.
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Abstract
For Christian student affairs educators, it is essential that the
methods of advising and supporting students be in line with biblical directives for a whole and holy life. This paper will examine
approaches for advising and supporting students experiencing
imposter syndrome. Current research on impostor syndrome is
presented as well as a discussion of ways that Christian insight
can provide additional guidance and awareness for supporting
struggling students. By connecting both biblical wisdom and the
current scholarship, a Christian perspective of impostor syndrome,
anchored in a discussion on spiritual warfare, is offered. Using
this perspective, recommendations for practice are identified.

Introduction
Student affairs professionals work in the field of higher education to
support the curricular and co-curricular experiences of students. There
are ten professional competencies which guide professional training,
growth, and practice, and those who have completed a master’s degrees
in student affairs are expected to have at least foundational competence
in each of the ten key areas (American College Personnel Association
[ACPA/NASPA], 2015). One of the competencies utilized each day by
those in the profession of student affairs is the competency of Advising
and Supporting Students. Specifically, professionals offer “advising and
support to individuals and groups through direction, feedback, critique,
referral, and guidance,” and recognize the “critical roles [student affairs
professionals] play in advancing holistic wellness” (ACPA/NASPA, 2015,
p. 15). Those in student affairs work closely with students to understand
their circumstances and help guide them to success.
For Christian student affairs educators, it is essential that the methods
of advising and supporting students be in line with biblical directives
for a whole and holy life. This paper will examine approaches for advising and supporting students experiencing imposter syndrome (IS). As
believers, disciplinary study, professional practice, and the Bible should
not be isolated from one another (Platinga, 2014), and through this
examination of both biblical wisdom and the literature related to IS, a
Christian perspective will be presented.
The early portions of this paper will discuss research from the
discipline of student affairs and present an overview of literature discussing IS. Following this is an identification of how Christian insight
can provide additional guidance and awareness that the disciplinary
literature fails to offer. This discussion offers a unique perspective on IS
to those in the field of student affairs and presents interventions rooted
in biblical insights.

The Advisor Role
Those in student affairs may serve in various roles including offices
of academic advising, career planning, admissions, residence life, or
judicial affairs, to name a few. Due to the nature of their work, those in
student affairs are often on the frontlines, helping students navigate the
college environment, and are positioned to be able to offer guidance,
advice, and feedback (Reynolds, 2009). It is imperative that profession-
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als in the field of student affairs feel comfortable in the advising and
supporting role that is identified in the field’s competencies, including
advising and supporting students experiencing IS. Increasing the capacity of student affairs professionals and advisors (terms which will be
referred to interchangeably from this point) in their ability to give helpful feedback, guidance and support is important for continued improvement and the most effective service to students (Menke et al., 2018).

Imposter Syndrome—A Challenge for Students
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A challenge that counselors and advisors in both two and four-year
colleges and universities must frequently help students overcome is
that of IS (Parkman, 2016; Peteet, Brown, et al., 2015). In fact, IS and
questions of inferiority are identified as a top potential crisis which
advisors must be prepared to help college students work through
(Ewing-Cooper & Merrifield, 2019). Before presenting help and support
methods, it is essential to understand what IS is, what is understood
about it, and how it impacts those who experience it.
Characterizing Imposter Syndrome
The term imposter syndrome (also known as impostor syndrome,
impostor phenomenon or impostorism) characterizes the feelings
and experiences of those struggling with feeling like an imposter.
Individuals experiencing IS deny their own intellectual competence
and therefore fear others will discover they have been mistakenly
recognized, appointed, admitted, promoted, honored, etc.—essentially
“found out” to be imposters (Clance & Imes, 1978). Imposter syndrome
was originally studied in a clinical setting by psychologists Clance and
Imes (1978) in the context of highly successful women, yet most later
research involves populations in non-clinical environments (Sakulku &
Alexander, 2011). The word “syndrome” might seem to imply a medical diagnosis, however, IS is not identified as a mental health disorder or disease (Weir, 2013). Rather, IS is characteristic of a personality
tendency that impacts wellness (Clance, 1985). It “is fundamentally a
way of thinking about oneself ” (Cohen & McConnell, 2019, p. 459).
Important in understanding IS is a recognition of an ongoing cycle
which begins with a task that triggers the fear of being found to be a
fraud (Clance, 1985). Once this fear surfaces, excessive effort or time is
spent on the task to overcome the “deficiencies” so as to not be discovered. When success is achieved, someone with IS credits the success to
the excessive effort (not ability or competence). With each new task, the

cycle begins again. Instead of success calming IS feelings, it reinforces
the drive to prove oneself in order to manage fear of fraudulence. An
example of this escalation in IS was seen in Houseknecht et al.’s (2019)
longitudinal study which showed medical students increased IS over
time. Those stuck in the vicious cycle of IS suffer from various forms
of distress including anxiety, isolation, emotional exhaustion, low selfesteem and depression (Hutchins et al., 2018; McGregor et al., 2008).
While IS is not an official psychological mental disorder (Weir, 2013),
persons struggling with IS experience a number of negative consequences that impact mental wellness.
Early research by Clance and Imes (1978) indicated that women and
people of color were those primarily affected, and current literature
suggests that gender gaps and inequalities foster IS (Mullangi & Jagsi,
2019). Although there is support for these perspectives, there is also
literature supporting the suggestion that men also experience IS (Cuddy,
2018; Parkman, 2016). Cuddy (2018) noted that men are less likely to
openly discuss their struggles with inferiority as it goes against the masculine persona often expected by society, but that they too struggle with
it and often suffer silently.
Imposter syndrome affects people in a wide range of professions in
addition to those of different demographic groups. Librarians, those
in pastoral roles, lawyers, physicians, and business professionals are also
among those who experience IS (Johnson & Smith, 2019; Ladonna et
al., 2018; Leach, 2017). In the academy, faculty members, university
administrators, and even academic advisors themselves struggle with
IS (Bothello & Roulet, 2019). What becomes evident through thorough
examination of the earlier and current literature is that IS is “widely
experienced” (Sakulku & Alexander, 2011, p. 73). Those struggling with
IS experience feelings of low self-worth, fear of failure, doubt about
their competence, lack of confidence, and general feelings of intellectual
inferiority (Clance, 1978; Sakulku & Alexander, 2011).
Periods of transition frequently bring about IS, and transitions into
college are especially common times for students at graduate and
undergraduate levels to experience these feelings of inadequacy (Parkman, 2016). Of particular relevance to student affairs educators is that
students are more likely to struggle with IS than any other population
(Clance, 1985). Students with IS doubt their abilities in the classroom
or degree program and have a negative outlook in regard to their own
success (Clancy, 2018; Wyatt et al., 2019). If not dealt with successfulSPRING 2022
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ly, IS can negatively impact student mental health as well as academic
college experiences, both of which impact whether students remain and
flourish in college (McGregor et al., 2008; Parkman, 2016; Whitehead &
Wright, 2017). Struggling with the cycle of IS and the negative consequences it brings in terms of wellness can lead to burnout, poor performance, and attrition (Gallagher, 2019).
Current Scholarship
Recent literature examines the role of generational status and ethnicity on those struggling with IS. This research indicates that first-generation college students frequently experience IS (Whitehead & Wright,
2017) as do African American college students (Peteet, Brown, et al.,
2015; Peteet, Montgomery, et al., 2015). A study from 2013 found that
“Imposter feelings significantly predicted both psychological distress
and psychological well-being; in fact, [IS] was a much stronger predictor than minority status” (Cokley et al., 2013, p. 91). Thus, it is possible
that what is often attributed to race-related stress actually has more to do
with the IS they experience.
Considering IS from a different angle, multiple studies considered the
role that personality traits and tendencies play. Findings suggest that
perfectionism and high demands of self are seen in those struggling with
IS (Clark et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2019). Although specific conclusions
cannot be made from the existing scholarship about the populations
most affected by IS, it is repeatedly identified as impacting individuals
of both genders and people of varied professions, as well as individuals
from multiple racial and ethnic groups (Cuddy, 2015; Parkman, 2016;
Slank, 2019).
With IS “alive and well on college campuses” (Parkman, 2016, p. 56), it
is essential that advisors are equipped to help students struggling with IS
(Peteet, Brown, et al., 2015). While suggested solutions are provided in
literature and discussed below, there is little to no evidence that the solutions recommended offer long-term assistance to students experiencing IS. As those in student affairs are charged with consideration for the
holistic development of students (ACPA/NASPA, 2015), any challenge
that affects not only academic success but also student mental health
must be given serious reflection. Professionals should therefore be prepared to help students learn to recognize and overcome IS so that they
can better support and guide students to flourishing and successful
higher education experiences as our profession desires (Peteet, Brown,
et al., 2015).

In the sections below, some of the traditional approaches to helping
those struggling with IS will be noted and comments offered. Following
that, a new approach that acknowledges the reality of spiritual warfare
will be suggested. From this warfare perspective, the approach for helping students overcome IS shifts because it seeks to examine the spiritual
root of the issue.

A Critique of Common Interventions for Helping Students
Overcome Imposter Syndrome
While literature offers a perspective for helping students overcome
IS, research suggests that IS often continues beyond the undergraduate
years to graduate school and into many prestigious professions. Unfortunately, although recommendations and solutions for helping those with
IS are available in the literature, individuals often continue to struggle
with it. The multiple interventions for helping individuals overcome IS
noted in the research include therapy, faking confident feelings, identifying inequalities, mentoring, and reframing thinking. While there may be
merit in approaches which are closest to biblical wisdom while not being
specifically framed as such, this paper suggests that the Christian perspective offers further considerations for educators seeking to help those
dealing with IS. This section will highlight and critique the commonly
recommended approaches so that a perspective rooted in Christian faith
can be juxtaposed.
Therapy as a Solution
One suggestion in the literature is for advisors and college counselors to encourage students to consider clinical therapy in order to learn
ways to cope (Rakestraw, 2017; Weir, 2013). Both individual therapy and
group therapy support have been suggested as treatment options (Clance
et al., 1995; Rakestraw, 2017). While clinical therapy (counseling with
a college or other mental health counselor versus a college advisor or
academic counselor) can be beneficial and may help students manage
the anxiety, depression, and mental health challenges that accompany
IS, it may not be an ideal solution for all students as it may be a long process, can be costly, and is often looked upon negatively or skeptically by
students in some cultures (Wang, 2019; Yee, 2018).
Pretending
Another recommendation is that advisors and helpers tell students to
“fake it” until they no longer feel like a fraud (Cuddy, 2018). The concept
suggests that with enough acting practice, those who feel unworthy will
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come to feel differently over time. While some have reported that time
and attitude are effective (Cuddy, 2018; Rakestraw, 2017), this solution
seems to offer little immediate hope for those experiencing a host of
negative feelings and emotions.
Identify Inequalities
For women and people of color, another perspective is to encourage
students (and those advising them) to consider and recognize the structural and gender inequalities contributing to their feelings (Mullangi &
Jagsi, 2019). This viewpoint acknowledges that for certain individuals
who have been mistreated or marginalized historically, there may be a
very rational reason why they feel they do not belong in college, in a
program, or in a particular profession. For some groups, this viewpoint
on exclusion likely offers some meaningful insight and helps students
understand why they might be experiencing IS; however, there appear
to be two challenges with this approach. First, structural inequalities are
not quickly remedied, meaning that students will suffer in the meantime
even if they are aware of what is contributing to their felt experience.
Second, many individuals from dominant cultures also suffer from IS,
which means this approach cannot be applied universally.
Focus on Success
One mechanism for helping students to focus on their successes instead of their IS is utilizing mentors. Mentoring by institutional agents
is beneficial as mentors can offer encouragement and remind students
of their capabilities. In some cases, mentors can share personal stories of
overcoming IS. Johnson and Smith (2019) stated that, “Excellent mentors are attuned to imposter worries and are quick to counter them with
copious doses of affirmation and encouragement” (p. 3). Through interpersonal, supportive relationships, student affairs professionals who
serve in mentoring roles can remind students that they are able to succeed and do belong in the college environment.
Another approach to focusing on success, which is discussed in the literature, suggests that helping students to effectively deal with IS requires
teaching students to stop and reframe negative thoughts and messages.
The importance of helping students focus on their successes through
encouraging positive self-talk, visualization, writing down prior accomplishments, or journaling about personal success is discussed in numerous studies as well as books (Clance, 1985; Clance & Imes, 1978; Clancy,
2018; Wyatt et al. 2019). This approach is consistent with cognitivebehavioral theory suggesting that thoughts control feelings (Reynolds,

2009), and therefore supposes that replacing distressing thoughts with
positive thoughts will help students move toward more positive and
healthy mental health states.
The above intervention suggestions of therapy, pretending, consideration of inequalities, and focusing on a positivity may offer a degree
of help for students experiencing IS, yet many professionals suffer
from IS years after they have completed not only their undergraduate
education but also their graduate and professional studies (Johnson
& Smith, 2019; Ladonna et al., 2018; Leach, 2017). As such, it seems
that much of the advice offered in literature may not offer an effective,
long-lasting remedy.

Clearing the Confusion—Seeing Imposter Syndrome in a
New Light
Writing on the topic of IS identifies the somewhat confusing nature
of those experiencing IS. Illustrating this point, Parkman (2016) stated,
“One might wonder why it is that such accomplished individuals are
unable to take ownership of the success that is so clear to others” (p. 52).
Indeed, why do highly successful and capable individuals think failure
and unraveling is just around the corner? Studies about the origins and
factors that contribute to IS are present, but inconclusive. Factors such as
family environment, early life attachment patterns, and perfectionistic
tendencies have been examined but do not provide sufficient answers.
Could it be that there is a spiritual reason for IS? This author suggests
that there is a spiritual explanation. Hasker (1992) and Plantiga (2014)
speak to the importance of integrating and not compartmentalizing biblical truth and academic disciplinary knowledge, and the following is an
attempt to conduct this significant examination and integration. Since a
reliable, long-term solution to IS remains elusive, the aim of the remainder of this paper is to examine IS through the lens of Christian faith with
the intention of affording student affairs professionals and advisors lasting solutions to those struggling with IS. More specifically, the author
presents IS as a form of spiritual warfare over which Christians can have
victory. While not all scholars in the discipline will agree with such a
perspective, the author believes this is “faithful scholarship” bringing
Christian truth and freedom into an area of darkness (Wolterstoff, 2004,
p. 159). Student affairs professionals seeking to further guide and support students experiencing IS are encouraged to consider it through the
lens of spiritual warfare.
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The Accuser
The Bible identifies Satan as an accuser, a liar, and the father of lies
(John 8:44; Lioy, 2014; Revelation 12:9). Given that “Scripture teaches
that Satan is capable of putting thoughts into our minds” (Rankin, 2009,
p. 73) and that “Satan’s greatest psychological weapon is a gut-level feeling of inferiority, inadequacy, and low self-worth,” (Seamands, 2015, p.
58) Christians would do well to consider the adversary’s role when encountering negative, critical, doubting and defeating thoughts, such as
those that are present with IS. “Satan, the father of lies (John 8:44), will
come at you with a thousand negative probabilities, but...it only becomes
powerful when you believe the lie and collapse the probability into an
actuality” (Leaf, 2013, p. 106). Probabilities considered by those with IS
might sound like, “you will probably never get a passing grade on that
test” or “you are unlikely to be able to say something wise and important
in class,” but these thoughts are not actualities. Helping students understand the falsity of this perspective is critical to their overcoming IS.
Just as in the Garden of Eden, Satan continues to lie and accuse individuals suggesting to them that they are not enough as they are
(Anderson, 2006; Thompson, 2010). It is rare for Christians to suspect
the enemy when encountering negative thoughts (Rankin, 2009), and
yet a failure to consider that the enemy is behind the imposter accusations means that the remedies offered by intended helpers and advisors
may not be the most direct and effectives ones available. By identifying
places where the enemy is attempting to steal, kill, and destroy God’s
good work (as mentioned in John 10:10) through lies, dampening hope,
and ushering in discouragement, Christians can better resist evil, as
commanded in James 4:7, and instead allow the gospel to bring restoration, peace, and a hopeful perspective.
Spiritual Warfare
Based on scripture, Christ-followers acknowledge the reality of spiritual warfare (Aiken, 2015; Powlison, 1995). For example, in the Bible,
Christians are instructed,
Be alert and of sober mind. Your enemy the devil prowls around
like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. Resist him,
standing firm in the faith, because you know that the family of
believers throughout the world is undergoing the same kind of
sufferings (1 Peter 5:8, 9, NIV).
While the scriptures speak to the truth of spiritual warfare, the Bible does
not specifically use such a term (Ferdinando, 2016). Not surprisingly,

since the term does not exist in scripture, there are differences of opinion as to what constitutes spiritual warfare and how Christians should
most effectively follow Christ in regard to that topic (Cook et al., 2019).
To fully discuss the differences in perspective is beyond the scope of this
article (see Beilby et al., 2012; Powlison, 1995), but given that this paper
positions IS as a form of spiritual warfare, it is important to clarify what
is meant by the term in this work.
Christians who take the word of God as truth generally share a common
understanding of the phrase in a basic sense which includes the idea that
humans live a spiritual war in which there is God’s side and the side of
the enemy (who is referred to by many names including, but not limited
to, the devil, the accuser, Satan, and the evil one) (Beilby et al., 2012;
Powlison, 1995). Other sources note that spiritual warfare is a “descriptive phrase characterizing our common struggle as believers” (Arnold,
1997, p. 26) and that it is “the ongoing battle between the church and the
devil and his forces, with the church standing in the armor of God, defensively resisting the Devil and offensively proclaiming the gospel in a
battle already won” (Cook & Lawless, 2019, Introduction). Finally, Evans
(2011) presents spiritual warfare as a “conflict being waged in the invisible, spiritual realm that is being manifest in the visible, physical realm”
(p. 15). These viewpoints on spiritual warfare are consistent with Ephesians 6:12 which says, “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood,
but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers
over this present darkness, and the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly
places.” By looking at IS through a spiritual lens, student affairs professionals can help students see it for the spiritual warfare that it is.

Wisdom from the Christian Tradition—Helping Students
Overcome Imposter Syndrome
Working with Non-Christian Students
The focus on success and thinking positively listed at the conclusion of the above section (a critique of common interventions) is most
aligned with a biblical perspective due to its focus on reframing or renewing the mind as well as the power of encouragement (Pearce et al.,
2015). Recognizing that not all students identify as Christ followers and
that not all student affairs educators work in environments where speaking scripture in student meetings is possible, student affairs practitioners
must consider ways to discuss IS in a biblical but inconspicuous manner
that would be welcome in any campus context. Educators supporting
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students who do not identify as Christians or who work on secular campuses would do well to use the cognitive reframing approach intentionally because it applies the biblical principle. It can be discussed via the
well-accepted and widely-researched cognitive behavioral counseling
theory, which is taught regularly in many programs including psychology, counseling, and student affairs.
Neuropsychologist Leaf (2013) urged, “Our choices have an impact.
Our choices become physiology, and what we believe as well as what we
believe about ourselves alters the facts” (p. 53, italics original). When
counseling non-believers, Christian professionals ought to recommend
the most biblical approach given the secular mindset of the student. Psychology and biblical truth often explore the same thing with different
vocabulary (deGroat, 2016), so the fact that an approach which focuses on reframing negative thinking has shown to be effective in helping
with IS (Clance, 1985; Clance & Imes, 1978) should not be surprising to
those who feel the Bible’s perspective is the ultimate authority for living
a successful and restored life. Similarly, the idea that mentors speaking
frequent and regular words of reassurance is helpful for those feeling
anxious, doubting their abilities, or like they do not belong is in alignment with a biblical model of encouragement (1 Thessalonians 5:11).
Whether students are Christians or non-Christians, reminding them
that they have what it takes, that they do belong, and that they are there
because they earned their opportunity can be important to those struggling with IS.
Working with Christian Students
When student affairs professionals are working in Christian environments with students, the suggestions are more direct and more clearly
aligned with biblical wisdom. As such, the counsel offered is not merely
from an educator and advisor, but from a servant of Christ seeking to
bring flourishing (Wolterstorff, 2004). Importantly, nothing in the literature was identified that specifically focused on helping Christian
student affairs professionals to assist Christian students in overcoming IS. The Christian perspective offered here (which is directed specifically at those working in Christian environments), will examine
the opportunity to help students recognize lies and false thinking,
renew their mind through scripture, bear one another’s burdens, and
encourage one another.

Recognizing Lies
According to Leaf (2013), “God designed humans to observe our own
thoughts, catch those that are bad, and get rid of them” (p. 76). This
idea is consistent with the biblical directive in 2 Corinthians 10:5, “We
demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the
knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.” An important perspective for college counselors and
student affairs advisors to discuss with students struggling with IS is
that they have the power to identify destructive thought patterns. Satan
wants people to focus on what they do not have, but this focus will not
lead to peace and joy (Anderson, 2006).
The idea of capturing thoughts and recognizing lies is similar to the
secular solution for IS of reframing negative thinking (Weir, 2013;
Wyatt et al., 2019), but this perspective has more precision in terms of
identifying the source of the issue. This approach allows educators to
remind students of the importance of examining a thought or feeling and its origin and juxtapose it with the truth of scripture. Helping
students out of dark thinking and into a place where they think
Christianly is part of the call of a Christian educator (Wolterstorff, 2004).
If a student begins to feel discouragement and defeat, the Christian
advisor can suggest a warfare perspective—that these thoughts are of the
enemy (Rankin, 2009). If a student thinks, “I can’t do this,” “I shouldn’t
be here,” or “I’m not enough” they can learn to recognize the warfare by
examining that thought or feeling in light of affirming biblical truths. As
Anderson (2019) urged, “If a thought comes to mind that contradicts
God’s truth, dismiss it” (p. 106). What the disciplinary literature might
suggest is merely self-defeating self-talk (Clance et al., 1995) might actually be something else—a lie that one is believing (Anderson, 2019).
Followers of Christ need not believe lies; Christians have the ability to
make choices about thoughts that ultimately affect their behavior, mental
health, and physical health (Leaf, 2013). Lies are only powerful if they
are given power (Anderson, 2019).
Do Not Conform
A subtopic of believing lies relates to how students might mentally
assimilate into the thinking of the popular culture around them without recognizing it. The Bible speaks to the importance of living in
line with the call of God versus the pressures and culture of the world
(Wolterstorff, 2004). Romans 12:2 specifically instructs believers “Do
not conform to the pattern of this world” (NIV). Disciplinary literature
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has strongly linked IS with perfectionistic tendencies (Wang et al., 2019),
and the “patterns of this world” might mean believing lies about what
really matters. Students might be caught up in unrealistic and unbiblical concepts of success and perfectionism; however, the world’s standards should not be the judge of a Christian’s worth. College counselors
and those in student affairs can remind Christian students of the call of
Christians to live under the expectations of God and help them identify
individual, reasonable, and God-honoring goals (Wolterstorff, 2004).
Renewing the Mind
Once a lie or multiple lies are identified, the student affairs professional can help the student find a more hopeful perspective. Namely,
the student can be pointed back to the scriptures and the Bible’s solution for dealing with toxic thoughts—renewing the mind (Willard &
Black, 2016; Wolterstorff, 2004). Spiritual warfare is ultimately about an
encounter with truth (Anderson, 2019). Psalm 46, stating that “God is
an ever-present help in trouble” (Psalm 46:1); Jeremiah 29:11, affirming
that “I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future” (NIV); or
Isaiah 41:13, reminding believers not to fear because the Lord takes our
hand to help us, are scriptures that offer comfort and hope.
Students must intentionally decide to embrace their identity and value
in Christ (Anderson, 2019; Leaf, 2013). As Christians, God has plans
to help students to grow and thrive as they trust His word and His plan
and as they remember that God always goes before us and is constantly
with us (Deuteronomy 31:8, NIV). Student affairs educators can point
students to the word of God and remind them that God will be with
them and help them.
Encouraging and Praying for One Another
Just as mentors are encouraged to combat IS in the secular literature
(Johnson & Smith, 2019; Wyatt et al., 2019) as well as in this paper (in
the section discussing how Christians can assist non-Christian students with IS), finding key role models, mentors, and encouragers are
important. Supporting fellow Christians is an essential concept in the
scriptures. Christian college educators can come alongside their Christian students, share biblical wisdom, pray, encourage and support students struggling with IS. Christians are to “bear one another’s burdens”
(Galatians 6:2, NIV) and “encourage one another and build each other
up” (1 Thessalonians 5:11, NIV). This support and encouragement can

happen in the context of higher education and student affairs professionals can honor God through being faithful in this area.

Final Thoughts
Student affairs professionals must ensure that they are equipped to help
students navigate the challenge of IS. While many approaches have been
suggested as a means of effectively guiding students who struggle with
IS, those approaches were not considered in light of a Christian perspective. This work brings a news lens to this topic and identifies ways
that Christian student affairs professionals can align their practice with
their faith in order to help students overcome IS and find victory in their
academic and personal pursuits.
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Living Life Together: A Qualitative Study of Taylor
University’s Lifestyle Covenant
Jana Roste, M.A.
Baylor University

Abstract
Taylor University, a small, Christian, liberal arts institution in
the Midwest, utilizes a lifestyle covenant which outlines expectations for campus life to promote character development and
fulfill the university’s mission. In pursuit of exploring community
members’ perceptions of the Life Together Covenant (LTC), the
larger qualitative study, consisting of individual interviews with
ten senior students, ten staff members, and ten faculty members,
found that participants generally perceived the LTC as a guide
or set of expectations to live cohesively at Taylor. This article
focuses on the student findings and analyses. Students generally
perceive and experience the LTC in a legalistic manner yet
appreciate its intent in creating the Taylor community, varying
in their understanding of the document. These differences of
perception and experience provoked a further analysis of these
variations related to one’s role on campus, maturity of personal
development, and familiarity with the LTC.
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George Kuh (1993) said, “the ethos on a Christian university campus
is one defined by a belief system widely shared by faculty, students,
administrators, and others” (pp. 277–278). As a foundational document
at Taylor University, the Life Together Covenant (LTC) is an example
of a lifestyle covenant that lays out the expectations for campus life. All
higher education institutions provide rules and policies that determine
acceptable student behavior (Dalton & Crosby, 2010). In the totality of
all types of policies, the use of and literature regarding lifestyle covenants to determine and guide community life at institutions is very rare.
Nonetheless, lifestyle covenants can promote character, ethical, moral,
and spiritual development in students (Lau, 2005; Longjohn, 2005;
Longshore, 2015).
Behavior Codes
Christian higher education institutions utilize a variety of approaches to student behavior codes: handbooks, college catalogs, (Lau, 2005)
codes of conduct (Longshore, 2015), and honor codes (McCabe et al.,
2002). Honor codes have been utilized in attempts to curb academic dishonesty through an emphasis on honesty, respect, and justice. Research
regarding the success of academic integrity has mixed results (McCabe
et al., 2002; Bernard-Brak et al., 2013). Literature also highlights the use
of codes of conduct or behavioral codes. Codes of conduct contain prohibitions against “the most serious forms of student behavior such as
academic cheating, sexual harassment, racial intolerance, and alcohol
and substance abuse” (Dalton & Crosby, 2010, p. 2), but are usually limited to these matters. However, within Christian higher education, these
behavioral codes also seek to promote institutional values and missions
designed to create a truly “Christian” environment (Lau, 2005).
A handful of researchers have explored codes of conduct or behavioral
codes within Christian higher education. The most prominent study on
the topic conducted by Lau (2005) identified ten rationales behind behavior codes. Colleges and universities utilize behavior codes to promote Christian distinctiveness and values reflected in disciplined behavior, reflect the campus ethos and dialogue, project a certain “image”
of community, capitalize on issues of safety, assume some in loco parentis responsibilities for students in transition, aid in the integration
of faith and learning, promote a sense of Christian community, prepare
students for life after college, protect students from a “slippery slope”

of “big” sins (e.g., premarital sex), and provide liability safeguards.
When comparing student and administrative perspectives of conduct
codes at two Christian liberal arts colleges, Longshore (2015) found that
student conduct codes foster whole person development, yet students at
the institution which encourages the language of “obedience” over “discipline” appeared to develop more freely. Longjohn’s (2013) case study at
a Christian university concluded that codes “exist to provide an opportunity for university personnel to reflect the character of God by pursuing restoration and relationship in the lives of the students” (p. iv). Longjohn’s understanding of conduct codes embodies the goal and intent of
lifestyle covenants.
Lifestyle Covenants
Honor codes and codes of conduct are typically contractual agreements in nature. Contractual thinking acknowledges responsibilities,
but it emphasizes boundaries, limitations, and constraints (Bennett,
2002; Hoover et al., 2018). A covenant can include all of the elements of
a contract, but also emphasizes and establishes a relationship between
the parties involved. A covenant is an agreement or promise, usually
formal, between two or more persons to do or not to do something
specified (Wickett, 2000). A covenant downplays potential legalistic
nature and encourages accountability (Bennett, 2002). In pursuit of a
common goal, a covenant pushes those involved to move beyond themselves, committing themselves to the welfare of the others out of free will
(Wickett, 2000).
Similar to codes of conduct, lifestyle covenants can lay out abstinence
expectations regarding, but not limited to: alcohol, drugs, tobacco,
social dancing, behaviors forbidden by Scripture, lying, homosexuality,
and premarital sex (Reisberg, 1999). In 2011, the Council for Christian
Colleges & Universities (CCCU) gathered data from the websites of 97 of
the then 110 U.S. CCCU institutions, which showed that at least 24.18%
of U.S. CCCU institutions required students to sign a lifestyle covenant.
The study also found that 98% of the institutions had policies prohibiting premarital sex and academic dishonesty, 96% prohibited alcohol and
tobacco use, and approximately 33% prohibited dancing (Rine, 2012).
Throughout its history, Taylor University has utilized various forms of
living standard statements for the community. With input from students
and employees, the covenant was created in 1990 to present integrity
and accountability in a more positive manner (Campbell, 1990). Since
its creation in the 1990s, the document has undergone various wording
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and policy changes. The LTC intends not to be a document of rules and
restrictions, but rather an aspirational document with Christ-minded
values where members commit to prioritizing the needs of the group.
Today, the LTC is split into seven sections: an introduction of the school’s
mission and the LTC’s purpose; an explanation of why members have a
responsibility to love God, others, and self; a list of biblical responsibilities for community (e.g., building up one another); a list of biblical
responsibilities for individual attitudes and behavior (e.g., attributes
of the heart and prohibited behaviors); a list of university expectations
(e.g., expectations of worship, prohibited behaviors); an application
section; and a conclusion statement utilizing Colossians 3:12–17.
Student Development in Higher Education
Since its origin in 1636, higher education in the U.S. has sought to promote moral and character development in addition to instilling strong
Christian behaviors within its students (Marsden, 1994; Thelin, 2011).
As institutions’ in loco parentis role started to diminish in the 20th century, colleges and universities gradually had less interest and oversight
in students’ behaviors (Kuh, 2000; Marsden, 1994). However, in recent
decades, scholars have returned to this body of research, students have
begun to express interest in their own spiritual and holistic growth, and
administration has returned to setting moral and behavioral expectations by employing various types of honor codes, codes of conduct, and
lifestyle covenants in hope of developing character and strengthening
the community culture (Bok, 2013; Boyer, 1990; Dalton & Crosby, 2010).
This development of character includes moral development. Kohlberg
(1971) outlined how students create moral judgements into six stages.
The first four stages reflect typical behaviors of college students, yet students enter college at different points and progress at different rates.
Progressively, students obey rules (a) to avoid punishment, (b) if they
are in their best interest, (c) as defined by those close to them, and (d)
because they believe the social system contains a consistent set of rules
that apply equally to all. During college, students progress through these
stages towards post-conventional moral judgment—basing their moral
reasoning off universal principles of social justice utilizing individualistic thinking (Kohlberg, 1971).
In addition to moral growth, higher education cultivates a stronger sense of identity within students. Chickering and Reisser (1993)
present seven vectors that contribute to the formation of identity: developing confidence to cope with challenges and achieve goals; managing

emotions; increasing emotional independence; developing interpersonal relationships; establishing identity and comfort with one’s sexuality,
social roles, and culture; developing purpose and clear vocational goals;
and developing integrity and creating congruence between values and
actions. The use of vectors symbolizes not only a direction of identity
development, but also differences in students’ magnitude of growth.
Purpose of the Study
Though the LTC prevails as a founding document of the university,
no research has been conducted regarding members’ perceptions of the
LTC. The larger study sought to provide a broad understanding of how
different population groups at Taylor understand the LTC by answering
the question: What are student, staff, and faculty perceptions of and experiences with the LTC? The following pages will focus on findings and
analysis for the student population.

Methodology
The research utilized a qualitative, phenomenological approach. No
research has been conducted on this topic to date; thus, the study was
exploratory in nature. The research question followed a phenomenological methodology as it sought to understand and “describe the common
meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or
a phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 75).
Context and Participants
The study was conducted at Taylor University—a private, faithbased, liberal arts institution located in the Midwest. Taylor’s student
body consists of approximately 2,000 students. Over the past seven
years, the institution has remained 89–92% residential with many of the
other students living in nearby off-campus housing (S. Barrett, personal
communication, April 1, 2020). Thus, there is a strong sense of both
geographical and communal proximity. At the beginning of every school
year, students read and sign the LTC with other members on their floors
or wings (typically 20–30 other students). Throughout the year, various
residence life programs (e.g., informational posters or discussions of the
covenant’s history) and chapels remind students of the LTC’s content
and values (Beers, 2008). Every first-year student participates in additional discussions on the LTC during Taylor’s introductory “Foundations
of Christian Liberal Arts” course. Some students (e.g., student leaders)
interact with the LTC more frequently than others, while some discuss
the LTC during conduct meetings.
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The participants of the study included 10 students, 10 faculty, and 10
staff members. All participants needed to hold their respective statuses
for a minimum of three years at Taylor, allowing them time to interact
with the covenant. At Taylor, student development professionals hold
faculty status.
Positionality of the Researcher
The researcher attended an undergraduate institution which also
expected its students to commit to a lifestyle covenant. While at Taylor,
the researcher served as a graduate hall director. The researcher not
only sought to abide by the covenant terms but also held an additional
responsibility to encourage compliance and hold students accountable
to the LTC.
Procedure and Validity
Procedures for the study followed Creswell’s (2015) data collection
recommendations. Prior to setting up interviews, the researcher refined the interview questions and procedures through pilot testing.
The researcher emailed eligible participants, requesting self-referral for
participation in the study. The Taylor community showed a large interest
in this specific study as more students, staff, and faculty volunteered to
participate than needed. The researcher employed a stratified sampling
method utilizing a random number generator and then emailed the
selected ten senior students, ten staff members, and ten faculty members
to set up an individual interview.
The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews by asking each
participant a series of questions concerning how they perceive and have
experienced the LTC. Interview questions expanded on Moustakas’
two broad phenomenological questions: What have you experienced in
terms of the phenomenon? What contexts or situations have typically influenced or affected your experiences of the phenomenon? (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). Participants selected a pseudonym to add
to the confidentiality and intimacy of the results. Following the qualitative data collection, the researcher analyzed the open-ended responses
from the transcriptions and highlighted significant statements regarding
how the participants experienced the phenomenon. The researcher then
grouped these codes into themes to interpret the data. Typical of a phenomenological study, an essence of participants’ collective perceptions
of and experiences with the LTC emerged (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Rich description, pilot testing, and member checking increased the
validity of the study. The researcher used rich descriptions of the setting

and participants to set the context for the study. Few institutions utilize
a lifestyle covenant and its use largely depends on the environment of
the university. Rich descriptions will aid readers in making decisions
regarding transferring results to other institutions (Creswell, 2015). The
practice of member checking involves asking participants to check the
accuracy of the findings (Creswell, 2015). Following the interviews, the
researcher emailed all participants their transcription findings to check
for accuracy.

Findings
Within the larger study, the researcher examined themes both within
each of the three populations of participants, as well as collectively. Due
to scope, only student perceptions and experiences will be displayed and
discussed in detail.
All Participant Themes
The participant groups generally agreed upon the purpose of the LTC.
Students, along with both faculty and staff, agreed that the LTC is a
guideline for life together; defines the values of Taylor, which set it apart
from other institutions; and should create a community of inclusion.
Perceive the LTC as a Guideline or Set of Expectations for
Life Together
The most prominent subtheme that emerged from the study was
a unified recognition that the LTC serves as a guideline or a set of
expectations for the community. Faculty member Vito stated, “[the
purpose of the LTC is] to provide guidance...if you’re going to live in
community here, this is what’s expected. How you treat one another, what your behavior is.” Participants saw this aspirational document as not only setting individual behavioral expectations but helping the members of the Taylor community live together cohesively. Max
said, “[the LTC is] a shared sense of expectations of how we’ll live and
treat one another; get all that on the table so there’s a starting point for
building relationships and living together in community.” However, for
many students, the interpersonal benefits were an afterthought to the
rules or living expectations.
Perceive the LTC as a Distinction of Taylor University
Participants believed the LTC helps the institution define its values,
remain close to them, and set Taylor apart from other institutions.
Students typically highlighted this distinction when comparing the
culture of Taylor to other, specifically state, universities.
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Perceive A Community of Inclusion
Another subtheme found regarding participants’ perceptions of the
purpose of the LTC is its role in inclusion or lack thereof. Some believed
the LTC sets expectations to create common ground, include all types
of people, and create a safe community. Amber perceived the LTC as a
list of things that we’re agreeing to so if anybody is not comfortable with those things, [then] not participating in those
things as a collective body leaves room for community to
foster and it doesn’t exclude someone from activities they
aren’t comfortable in.
In contrast, three students including Brenda think “some of the items
that are on [the LTC] clash with some people’s cultures and might...be
very frustrating for some people to follow.” Participants whose thoughts
aligned with Brenda’s specifically questioned the drinking, dancing,
homosexuality, and study abroad expectations’ abilities to stay alive
amongst cultural shifts. Participants’ reflections regarding the idea of
inclusion varied depending on their perception of the LTC’s purpose for
inclusion and their experiences with peers who feel excluded.
Perceive and Experience the LTC Differently
Although most participants viewed the purpose of the LTC to be the
expectations for community life, the researcher was unable to find any
more all-encompassing themes true for a majority of the participants.
The LTC is a widely interpreted document, and this variation largely
depends on one’s familiarity with the document and their role on campus.
A few participants incorrectly discussed aspects of the document contributing to discrepancies. Others indicated they were unclear regarding
the application of staff and faculty adherence to the LTC in light of the
employee implementation clause which outlines when employees are to
abide by LTC expectations. In addition, one’s role on campus influences their experience with the LTC. Student leaders noted their training
on the LTC and used language similar to that of their trainee. Further,
student leaders, like Joel, must think about the LTC more frequently,
“[questioning] what example I am setting with the way I’m talking and
the way I’m interacting with people.”
Themes Unique to Students
Perceive and Experience a Legalistic Document
As participants widely interpreted the LTC, the student population
tended to view the LTC as more of a legalistic document. When asked
what the first LTC ideas or expectations that come to their mind are, a

majority of student participants mentioned rules (e.g., no drinking or
restrictions on dancing). By way of student leader training, two students
knew that the LTC is not intended to promote legalistic thinking; however, these two students still viewed the ideas of the LTC as rules needed
to be enforced. Others who did not personally view the LTC in a legalistic way noted that their peers see the document as a list of rules.
Brenda and Beth noted the implications of a legalistic document in
producing shame as a small, yet important subtheme. When seeing
friends struggle after not living up to the LTC’s expectations, Beth questioned the LTC’s role in creating a perfect front for shame:
Do these rules, or guidelines as they would call them, whatever,
I still feel like it’s a rule, do they play into that of setting up this
perfect front of like, “We don’t drink. We don’t like engage in like
sexual activities or sin.” Sometimes I feel that plays into [the role
of shame] because people feel like they have to meet these goals.
Whether or not students perceived the LTC to provoke feelings of shame,
almost every student participant either personally viewed the LTC in a
legalistic light or believed their peers did.
Understand the Purpose of the LTC Amidst Disagreement
All student participants disagreed with at least one aspect of the LTC
(most notably the drinking prohibition or dancing limitations). Some
students noted frustration with the LTC’s wording. Paxton said the LTC
was “written for its time,” while Beth believed the LTC has not kept up
with cultural ideas from 2021. Others believed the wording itself leads
to varying interpretations (e.g., specifically the wording regarding homosexual behavior). However, regardless of students’ dissatisfaction
with the content or wording, students generally appreciate the LTC’s
influence in creating the Taylor community. All students spoke in line
with Brenda when she said, “I wanted to live [by the LTC] a little more...
because it was a document that [was intended] to support me and the
community I was in, even though I don’t agree entirely with everything
in it.” Students who expressed frustrations regarding the drinking expectations typically understood its purpose for inclusion in the LTC.
However, students who disagreed with the dancing limitation policy did
not reciprocate this understanding. Christina said, “a lot of people don’t
like the LTC and it tends to be a joke around campus because of all the
rules and some of the more extreme ones of no dancing other than folk
dancing.” Students believed the policy to be unnecessary, unbiblical, or
contributing to the LTC being viewed as a joke.
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Students who mocked the LTC were also frustrated with the frequency
with which the Taylor community talks about the LTC. Amber noted,
The flippancy we put behind [the LTC] takes away the safe space
that it was trying to create...I also think it’s talked about so much
that it’s like people don’t care about it anymore. I wish that when
it’s being talked about, we talked about the specifics of it.
Many students indicated a wish for less, but better-quality discussions
of the LTC.
Perceptions Changed When Turning Twenty-One
Students’ perceptions of the LTC changed throughout their time at
Taylor. Every student mentioned the drinking policy in some capacity.
Six students noted that prior to turning 21, their own personal convictions about the drinking age, rather than the LTC, restrained them from
drinking. Therefore the LTC held more significance once they turned 21.
Christina said, “my first two and a half years at Taylor, [the LTC] didn’t
really affect my life because I couldn’t drink.” Since turning 21, students
have experienced the weight of the LTC through their personal daily
choices not to drink, experiencing social situations with friends drinking, or reflecting on how the LTC creates an unhealthy relationship with
alcohol resulting in shame.

Discussion
When considering student, staff, and faculty themes together, both
similarities and differences across perceptions and realities emerged. In
essence, all participants perceived the LTC to be a guide or set of expectations to live together cohesively. The student population generally perceives and experiences the LTC in a legalistic manner, yet appreciates its
intent in creating the Taylor community. Students view the LTC differently as they vary in their roles on campus, knowledge of the document,
interactions with the LTC, and maturity of personal development.
Framework for Society
The LTC provides its members with the opportunity to identify
attributes and learn how to make responsible decisions in a moral
context—crucial to preparing students for the maturity required of
them for society at large (Boyer, 1990). Participants’ recognition of the
LTC as a document that serves as a guideline for community life, contributes to a distinct Taylor culture, and aspires to foster an inclusive
community highlights its success in aiding students in their ability to
identify, build, and participate in healthy communities. Participants’

appreciation for the LTC amidst discrepancies aligns with participants’
posture from other research findings (Longshore, 2015) and exhibits
mature characteristics of interpersonal relationships and Kohlberg’s
(1981) conventional moral reasoning as participants generally prioritized concern for the community, with moral thinking legitimized
through Scripture stated in the LTC.
Variation of Perceptions and Experiences
As noted in the findings, students’ deviation of perception and
experience can be attributed to varying roles on campus and familiarity
of the document. However, one’s stage of development also influences
the way they view and interact with the covenant. Whether an institution utilizes a lifestyle covenant or not, its members, particularly students, experience crisis, support, and progression through moral and
intellectual development.
The LTC and Student Development
Levels of Challenge and Support. How a participant perceives the
LTC could depend on the frequency and degree to which the document
presents challenges in their lives. As an appropriate degree of disequilibrium can advance moral development (Morrill, 1980), the LTC facilitates
the development of an environment that corresponds to Sanford’s (1962)
ideas regarding the importance of balancing challenge and support to
stimulate personal development. Not explicitly noted in the findings,
staff and faculty participants who once attended Taylor demonstrated
the positive impact of a proper balance of challenge and support as some
reflected on times in which either they (as a former student at Taylor) or
a close acquaintance failed to abide by the LTC, yet received grace and
support from the Taylor administration of the time. This theme aligns
with Lau’s (2005) notion that discipline often creates points of crises in
students’ lives and these crises often serve as transition points for student development. Therefore, it would be “irresponsible [for Christian]
institutions to abdicate their responsibilities in this area because the
dialogue is difficult, inconvenient, or uncomfortable” (p. 563).
The results of the study also relate to Marcia’s (1966) theory of identity
development which states that one’s sense of identity is determined by
the degree of personal and social crises (decision-making period or exploration) and commitments (degree of personal investment one exhibits). Student participants demonstrated actions within stages of moratorium (high degree of crisis with little commitment to one’s values, beliefs,
or goals) and foreclosure (low degree of exploration and questioning
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with a high degree of commitment), consistent with the typical college
student. Incoming students who may initially unquestionably follow
established policies (Biswas, 2013) or moral rules “expose themselves
to an impersonal religiosity, unquestioned ideas of morality, and an
inauthentic faith” (Sanders & Joeckel, 2012, p. 141). Students in this
study demonstrated foreclosure through a posture of comfort with the
LTC with no clear evidence of previous exploration with its content or
authority. Administration can highlight the rationale and educational
values of behavioral expectations to assist students’ prioritization of
these rules within their moral development (Jones & Cunion, 2012).
Student participants most notably reflected a state of moratorium when
turning 21 or wrestling with cultural or sexuality implications which
appear to conflict with the LTC. Within these states of moratorium,
students need opportunities to discuss and debate the rationale behind
the policies. Participants in Longjohn’s (2013) study found that freedom
to discuss policies openly built trust within the community.
Managing Emotions. The LTC has helped some participants to
wrestle with and develop both appropriate and inappropriate reactions
to emotions—a process key to identity development (Chickering &
Reiser, 1993). Optimistically speaking, the LTC’s role in helping navigate
emotions may perhaps benefit students if they can learn how to manage
feelings of shame in a supportive context. However, if an institution
decides to utilize a lifestyle covenant, it must be prepared to find ways to
support students through this process.
Interpersonal Relationships. As interactions with others’ perspectives stimulates moral reasoning (Kohlberg, 1981), participants’ perceptions and experiences of the LTC varied with interpersonal maturity
(Chickering & Reiser, 1993). Residential institutions such as Taylor have
the potential to help students develop the ability to recognize, respect,
and work with those fundamentally different from themselves (Cornwell & Guarasci, 1993). Students exhibited these qualities as they reflected on respecting one another; however, students failed to provide
evidence that the LTC had influenced their openness to reconciliation
of differences.
A handful of participants demonstrated a working maturity within
their interpersonal development when reflecting on LTC’s cultural implications (most notably, empathizing for students coming from cultural
backgrounds which celebrate drinking or dancing). Students displayed
growth along Chickering and Reisser’s (1993) fourth vector as a few

demonstrated an appreciation for intercultural differences. Evident in
students’ interviews, the LTC aims students towards Kohlberg’s (1981)
fourth stage of obeying authority and conforming to societal order (i.e.,
although students don’t agree with some of the drinking, dancing, or
sexuality implications, many abide by them to maintain the intentional, relational community of Taylor). However, students’ navigation of
cultural implications supports growth towards Kohlberg’s (1981) postconventional moral reasoning as participants have decided that the
broadness of the LTC cannot determine what is right for all.
Integrity. The LTC was created in hopes of presenting personal integrity along with personal and group accountability in a positive manner
(Campbell, 1990). While students exhibit some qualities of integrity as
seen through their willingness to adhere to the LTC amidst disagreement with content, as compared to the employee populations, students
lacked proof of active congruence and authenticity within their values
and actions (Chickering & Riesser, 1993). In addition, students withheld
any indications of the importance of holding one another accountable,
no matter the difficulty—a requirement of a successful covenant (Bennett, 2002; Mullen et al., 2011) and marker of integrity (Chickering &
Riesser, 1993).
Implications for Future Practice
As Taylor members enter into an established covenant, some members
misunderstand the reasoning behind specific expectations or believe the
content has not culturally stayed alive. The re-evaluation of a covenant at
proper times is vital to a covenant’s success (Mullen et al., 2011; Wickett,
2000). Administration should thoroughly revisit the LTC within every
decade, paying attention to the specificity of wording and highlights of
legalism. Most of the LTC expectations feature detailed language and
Scripture references. Nevertheless, without explicit expectations for all
items (e.g., homosexual behavior, immodesty of dress), the LTC leaves
room for various interpretations. However, the inclusion of additional direct language could lead to a more legalistic document and thwart
opportunities for challenging conversations to help community members wrestle with their beliefs. Depending on the institution’s intention,
administration should reflect on which path to adopt regarding the
specificity of the wording. To promote inclusivity, buy-in, and less mockery—a purpose of the LTC identified from participants in the study—
students and employees of various genders, cultures, ages, and institutional roles should be involved in this review process (Longjohn, 2013).
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Students and employees contributed to the creation of and changes to
the LTC; however, this input should be further emphasized.
Students do not desire more frequent discussion, therefore, further
programming regarding the LTC should be conducted with care and
transparency (Longjohn, 2013). What sets the LTC apart from other
behavioral codes is its covenantal nature. Students could benefit from
hearing the intended purpose of the LTC and covenants in general;
student leaders demonstrated higher levels of understanding and appreciation, in part due to their pre-disposed characters, but also due to their
participation in further training. Student leaders could benefit from
more engaging and personalized trainings to mirror this presentation
for their floors. Longjohn (2013) notes that monologues regarding the
rationale of codes of conduct, no matter how polished, will be ineffective. Rather, students can benefit from discussing the codes’ expectations
with an employee in a way that recognizes their personality and unique
contribution. As students largely experience the LTC within residential
life, the LTC should be incorporated within the academic lives of students. In addition to discussing the LTC freshman year, the discussion
should circle back in an upperclassman course to help students explicitly
reflect on how to engage the LTC as they approach major life milestones
(e.g., turning 21 or exiting college).
The LTC can be particularly helpful as it serves as a mode of shaping
the practices of the community, promoting moral and character development in line with Christian principles. However, an institution utilizing a lifestyle covenant should reflect on areas of potential concern:
• What opportunities is it giving students to engage in meaningful conversations? How is it engaging its members in higher level
moral thinking to avoid legalism or commit to lifestyle choices to
which they may not have previously wrestled with?
• What types of support does it provide amidst crisis in relation to
the lifestyle covenant?
• What ideas or expectations in their covenant create ambiguity and
inconsistency amongst the community? Is it in the community’s
best interest to change the wording or generate better discussions
regarding this content?
• How is it ensuring that the whole campus community has the
same, high level of familiarity with the lifestyle covenant given
differing roles?

Limitations and Opportunities for Further Research
The researcher was not able to capture all voices. Due to the methodological decision to interview those who had been members of the
Taylor community for a minimum of three years, the study did not
consider underclassmen or new employee voices. Incoming students
may initially unquestionably follow established policies (Biswas, 2013)
and make significant gains in their principled reasoning to judge moral
issues (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Research that concentrates on new
members or pre-admitted students would further assist administrators
to understand how new students and employees perceive the LTC. In
addition, the current study leaves room for future research to explore
the extent of the LTC’s direct impact on participants’ autonomy, sense
of belonging, or other areas of development. Finally, as the success of a
covenant relationship depends on members’ commitment, sacrifice of
one’s own desires, and levels of intrinsic motivation (Mullen et al., 2011;
Reisberg, 1990), future research should be conducted to investigate
successful implementation of lifestyle covenants.

Conclusion
As a foundational document of Taylor, the LTC is an example of a
community covenant that lays out the expectations for campus life in
pursuit of fulfilling the university’s mission. Generally speaking, all
participants perceived the LTC to be a guide or set of expectations to
live life cohesively at Taylor. However, students generally perceive and
experience the LTC in a legalistic manner, yet appreciate its intent in
creating the Taylor community, viewing the LTC differently as they
vary in their roles on campus, knowledge of the document, and maturity of personal development. As seen through the alignment of various
personal development theories, the LTC can provide a holistic approach
for moral, ethical, identity, and character development. The challenge
then is for institutions to balance the promotion of autonomous thinking with the promotion of Christ-like behaviors and the prioritization
of community needs.
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Nature Rx: Improving College-Student Mental Health
Donald A. Rakow and Gregory T. Eells (2019)
Cornell University Press
Reviewed by Christina Brandsma, M.A.

College students would benefit from a new prescription found
to increase immune function, reduce stress levels, improve
mood, lower blood pressure, increase the ability to concentrate,
improve sleep patterns, and improve social ties. In Nature Rx,
Donald Rakow and Gregory Eells propose nature is that magical
prescription, suggesting a potential link between college students’
lack of engagement with nature and their struggling mental
health. According to Nature Rx, institutions of higher education
are uniquely positioned to improve college student mental health
through a campus culture that reengages students with nature.
Written by a professor from the School of Integrative Plant
Science at Cornell University and the Director of Counseling
and Psychological Services at Cornell University, Nature Rx
acknowledges the ongoing crisis of college student mental
health, enumerates the benefits of spending time in nature, and
demonstrates the advantages of Nature Rx programs on college
campuses. Since its publication in 2019, college student mental
health concerns have only continued to rise, and with them, this
book’s relevancy.
Citing research from the 2015 American Freshman Survey,
the 2015 National Collegiate Health Assessment, and a 2015
supplemental survey from the Center for Collegiate Mental
Health, Nature Rx reports on the state of college student mental
health. Incoming freshmen are experiencing the lowest mental
health in over three decades and the rate of students seeking
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mental health support has increased, on average, five times the rate of
institutional growth. The authors detail various efforts colleges have
employed to keep pace with the mental health crisis. Increased student
to counselor ratios, improved university policies, resilience training,
reframed expectations, and targeted interventions bolster a campus
climate that supports mental health, but the needs continue to outpace
the supports in place.
It appears colleges could use a magic pill to remedy this situation and
nature may just fill that prescription. Time in nature has been found to
increase immune function, reduce stress levels, improve mood, lower
blood pressure, increase the ability to concentrate, improve sleep patterns,
and improve social ties. From adventure experiences and multi-day
forest bathing excursions to simply viewing scenes of nature, Rakow and
Eells offer a wide array of nature doses. The authors compiled research
from a variety of sources, both in and outside of higher education, to
better understand the impact of nature on college students, including
multiple international studies. To address dosage, the authors leaned
on research from the University of Exeter in England to suggest light
outdoor activity for a minimum of five minutes daily yields the greatest
change in health outcomes.
Nature Rx then uses this data to mobilize readers into action on their
own campuses. The following ten steps are presented as a roadmap for
such action:
• Step 1: Organize a committed group.
• Step 2: Secure the support of the administration.
• Step 3: Inventory green spaces on campus.
• Step 4: Engage the students.
• Step 5: Partner with campus health services.
• Step 6: Develop an app or website.
• Step 7: Impact the academic program.
• Step 8: Develop an approach to evaluation.
• Step 9: Identify and overcome the challenges.
• Step 10: Model the behavior.
These ten steps are presented with additional research, experiential
anecdotes, and practical tips for implementation. This basic structure
requires tailoring to individual campuses, but to assist with this
customization, case studies of four institutions are presented. The form
and structure of each institution uniquely shape their nature initiatives
in ways that not only bolster college students’ mental health, but also

increase campus pride. The four institutions whose programs are
assessed are UC Davis, University of Minnesota, the College of William
and Mary, and Cornell University. The purposes of their programs range
from reducing student stress and anxiety to integrating the outdoors
with the academic mission of the institution. Within these programs,
the initiatives are also varied and include cataloging nature activities and
spaces, training healthcare workers to prescribe nature, and welcoming
the community to enjoy the outdoor spaces on campus. These examples
illustrate the varied forms nature programs can take.
While the evaluation of specific programs on college campuses is
limited in the book, the general benefits of nature are undisputed.
The authors also note that program duration must be long enough
to integrate into the institutional culture before it can adequately be
evaluated. Nature Rx never pretends nature is the singular solution to a
multifaceted problem. College student mental health demands a holistic
solution, but nature must play a role. Rakow and Eells present a need for
increased nature engagement, compel readers to consider nature as a
component in the solution, and equip higher education professionals to
thoughtfully implement nature-oriented programs to foster wellbeing.
Christians working in student development should lead the charge
of promoting nature engagement for all of the reasons cited in Nature
Rx and because God’s qualities have always been seen in nature: “The
heavens declare the glory of God, the skies proclaim the work of His
hands” (Ps. 19:1, NIV). If Christian colleges want to see college students
improve their health, know God, and grow in His likeness, higher
education professionals ought to encourage students to spend time in
nature. And as is the case with all learning and discipleship, Rakow and
Eells found modeled behavior by caring adults to be an effective strategy
for encouraging students to spend time in nature. Practitioners across
disciplines in higher education should evaluate the challenges they are
seeing in their areas and institutions and consider the ways nature could
be part of a prescribed solution. Nature Rx can serve as a catalyst and an
example to follow. Read this book to motivate you to see nature as an
untapped resource available to your campus and then read it again and
be inspired to creatively mine nature as part of the treatment plan for
various campus challenges.
Christina Brandsma is a student care coordinator at
Belmont University.
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In Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce
Racism, Dr. Safiya Umoja Noble explores her ten years of
research surrounding algorithmic bias to demonstrate how
search engines reinforce racism and sexism. Noble is a tenured
Professor at University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA)
in the Department of Information Studies where she also cofounded and co-directs the UCLA Center for Critical Internet
Inquiry (C2i2). In 2010, Noble conducted a Google search for
“Black girls” and was appalled by the disparaging search results.
Embedded in anti-Blackness, the search yielded hypersexualized
and stereotypical results, framing Black women as commodities
for sexual gratification and inhumane treatment. Although
algorithmic biases are present throughout technological
ecosystems, Google is influential as the leading search engine
and many users consider it a neutral technology. In her book,
Noble explains the belief of neutral technology is problematic
because ranking systems used by Google are not created based
on trustworthiness or credibility, but rather corporations and
people who are able to pay for priority rankings. Algorithms
of Oppression highlights the failures of algorithms “specific to

people of color and women” and underscores “the structural ways that
racism and sexism are fundamental to what [she has] coined algorithmic
oppression” (p. 4).
Algorithms of Oppression is organized into six chapters: “A Society,
Searching,” “Searching for Black Girls,” “Searching for People and
Communities,” “Searching for Protections from Search Engines,”
“The Future of Knowledge in the Public,” “The Future of Information
Culture.” Noble shares the purpose of the book is to draw attention to
the “power of algorithm in the age of neoliberalism and the ways those
digital decisions reinforce oppressive social relationships and enact new
modes of racial profiling,” which she calls technological redlining” (p.
1). In Chapter 1, the author shares her experience with Google which
motivated her research. The disparaging nature of these search engine
results demonstrated the commodification, hyper sexualization, and
degradation of Black women. As Noble described, “their bodies are
defined by a technological system that does not take into account the
broader social, political, and historical significance of racist and sexist
representations” (p. 32).
In Chapter 2, Noble explores how Google reinforces racism and
sexism without taking responsibility nor acknowledging their role
in perpetuating stereotypes for women of color. To substantiate this
argument, Chapter 3 examines Google search engine results which frame
minorities as dangerous and subhuman resulting in acts of violence
and hatred toward them. For example, in the case of domestic terrorist
Dylann Roof, who massacred nine African American AME Church
members as they worshipped in their church home, his initial search
of “black on White crime” on Google informed a skewed view of race
relations and prompted his violent actions. In Chapter 4, Noble calls for
the protection from search engines in an effort to preserve user’s digital
footprints. Noble shifts her attention in Chapter 5, calling for library
and information professionals to be trained and provided continued
development opportunities on the politics and ethics of cataloging and
classification. In Chapter 6, she explores the future of information culture
and urges for public policies that will hold technological ecosystems
accountable and provide equitable regulations. Noble concludes with a
call to “recognize the importance of how algorithms are shifting social
relations” (p. 13) and analyzes the presidential victory of Donald Trump,
White supremacy, and the increased accessibility of fake news.
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Overall, this book is organized, well-written, and easy to follow
specifically for those outside of the field of Technology and Information
Studies. It is a call to action for library and information professionals and
a guide for everyday users of technology to become more knowledgeable
of the impact of the technological ecosystems we rely on. The book
is written in a manner that is easy to comprehend and relatable for a
diverse and wide range of readers. Regardless of their engagement level,
readers who are users of technological ecosystems mentioned in this
book have the opportunity to see the Internet as “the most unregulated
social experiment of our times” (p. 6). Noble shares one of her primary
goals is to “uncover new ways of thinking about search results and the
power that such results have on our way of knowing and relating” (p.
71). She expertly draws attention to the imbalances of power maintained
through the engagement and reliance of search engines.
The topics in this book are applicable to today’s Christian higher
education professionals because Christian practitioners must be
informed of systems that cultivate oppression and power imbalance.
As Christian practitioners are called to educate and serve students in a
manner that glorifies Christ, this book is a reminder of a foundational
aspect of higher education—we must call attention to systems of
oppression as we teach and care for the whole student. Search engines are
influential in how we receive information and perceive the world around
us. Christian practitioners must be aware of using phrases such as “just
Google it” when encouraging students and peers to find information,
because trustworthiness and credibility are not always present in the
aforementioned technological ecosystem. Algorithms of Oppression is
needed and benefits the field of higher education because it promotes
becoming aware of the impact of misinformation and maintains social
justice in the systems that influence college students.
Jazmin Dantzler is a doctoral student at Azusa Pacific University.

Finding Jesus in the Storm: The Spiritual Lives of
Christians with Mental Health Challenges
John Swinton (2020)
Eerdmans
Reviewed by Jeffery Tabone, Ph.D.

Student affairs professionals are not strangers to working with
students facing mental health challenges. Having spent 10 years
as a Resident Director, some of my most salient work experiences
have included coaching students through minor depressive
episodes, to joining students in the ER as they struggled through
suicidal ideation, and even once turning down a parent who
wanted to use my RD apartment as a location to pray for and
exorcise a demon out of their child. Nothing quite prepared me
for those initial encounters with distressing student behavior on
account of their mental health. In all honesty, as a younger and
new professional in student affairs, I wish I had the resource of
John Swinton’s Finding Jesus in the Storm: The Spiritual Lives of
Christians with Mental Health Challenges. Swinton’s text offers
Christians in the student affairs profession a holistic approach
for readers to reimagine what care, support, and healing looks
like within mental health.
Finding Jesus in the Storm is an exemplary interdisciplinary
text revolving around human flourishing. Swinton’s expertise
as a registered mental health nurse, mental health chaplain, and
professor of practical theology and pastoral care at the University
of Aberdeen, Scotland, lends itself to an accessible book drawing
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upon lived wisdom rooted in the academic disciplines of psychology,
theology, and philosophy. Readers quickly get a sense of the book’s
purpose as Swinton articulates his desire to “provide readers with rich,
deep, and thick descriptions of the spiritual experiences of Christians
living with mental health challenges” (p. 2). A secondary aim of the text
is to demonstrate “ways in which Christians with severe mental health
challenges can live well and live faithfully even in the most disconcerting
storms” (p. 3). To achieve these ends, thick and rich descriptions play a
significant role in the organization of the book’s argument. In line with
the study’s phenomenological methodology, participants in Swinton’s
research offer expansive qualitative feedback pertaining to their lived
experience as Christians with disorienting mental health. In essence,
Swinton demonstrates that current descriptions surrounding mental
health challenges have remained far too “thin” (p. 14) in that our
descriptions surrounding the phenomena “provide high-level insights
but no low-level details” (p. 14). In contrast, Swinton says, “Thick
descriptions lead to thick and rich interpretations. Thick and rich
descriptions and interpretations lead to thick and rich practices” (p. 39).
True to this purpose, Swinton organizes his book around the theme
of redescribing. Chapters 1 and 2 comprise a section called “The Art of
Description” wherein Swinton develops his argument pertaining to the
need for rich accounts and descriptive narratives within the field of mental
health. Chapter 3 argues for the need to redescribe diagnosis. Chapters 4
through 10 provides insightful commentary on redescribing depression,
schizophrenia, and bipolar disorder. In particular, these chapters are rich
with expansive qualitative accounts gathered from Christian individuals
who regularly face disruptive and debilitating mental health challenges.
As the author redescribes the aforementioned disorders, he also presents
a theological examination of biblical principles to offer hope to persons
who encounter such psychological suffering. Swinton’s concluding
chapter redescribes healing, encouraging readers to reimagine mental
health in a more holistic manner. Overall, the book strives to reorient
current paradigms of psychiatric care for Christians with mental health
challenges. Swinton achieves this end not by dismissing current clinical
practice, but by enhancing models of care through expanding the reader’s
understanding of what it means to be a human person faced with such
debilitating disorders.
Though it offers a rich reexamination of mental health care, Finding
Jesus in the Storm poses limitations. First, clarity to Swinton’s research

methodology would strengthen the text. Since phenomenological studies
provide rich insight into a small sample, readers must keep in mind the
argument underlying Finding Jesus in the Storm is built off qualitative
interviews with a limited number of participants. Second, readers from
particular academic disciplines may push against the interdisciplinary
nature of the book. For instance, those within the field of clinical
psychology may argue against Swinton’s depreciation of current trends
in psychiatric care. Though he is careful not to dissuade his readers away
from professional help, the text explicitly critiques the inadequacies of
current practice. Likewise, those within the field of theology or biblical
studies may find the extent of Swinton’s exegesis of scripture lacking.
Though Swinton’s integration of the Bible and Christian praxis in
responding to mental health challenges were comprehensive in nature,
the text would be strengthened through a more focused engagement
with the theology of mental health. Swinton might respond to such
critiques insofar that his intent in offering guidance to Christians
weathering debilitating storms of mental health is to be descriptive of
their experience, while not offering a normative account universally
experienced by such individuals.
Amidst potential limitations, Finding Jesus in the Storm offers helpful
insights for student affairs professionals who encounter students
with mental health challenges. Perhaps the three most salient themes
interwoven throughout Swinton’s work involve curating deeper empathy
for mental health challenges, growing in epistemic generosity, and
redescribing the nature of healing.
The very act of this book being written, is an act of tenderness and care.
A strength to Swinton’s voice as an author is tied to his deep empathy.
Is not kindness and care some of the most fleeting human expressions
when we as educators are tired, overworked, vexed, and responding
to incredibly challenging student behavior? Readers would be wise to
attend to Swinton’s Christlike posture which models an attentiveness
to the individual versus an attentiveness to distressing or debilitating
behavior. For under the layers of mental distress, Swinton reminds us of
the truth that all human persons “need love, belonging, and meaningful
and purposeful existence” (p. 175).
Additionally, Finding Jesus in the Storm encourages readers to reenvision epistemic justice (p. 145). Building off the research of Miranda
Fricker (2009), Swinton demonstrates an individual’s credibility as a
“knower” is deeply rooted within cultural value systems of what it means
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to know. Hence, the experiences of individuals with mental health
challenges are often “downgraded because of the way a particularly
powerful cultural description negatively positions their experiences
hermeneutically. Within such situations people tend to lose their
voices...in a very literal social sense” (p. 146). In what ways do students
lose their voice on campus? Might they deal inauthentically with their
mental health as a means of conforming to dominant campus cultures?
Swinton’s text cautions against the empty and naïve platitudes (p. 109),
wherein listeners diminish or devalue the experiential knowledge of
those who struggle maintaining mental health. In contrast, he articulates
a vision of epistemic generosity which “allows for diversity of experience
and counters the injustice of having negative identities forced upon us”
(p. 150). As advocates of our student’s success, how might we reinforce
their belonging to our campus communities by finding opportunities to
generously account for their particular and unique ways of knowing?
A final contribution of Finding Jesus in the Storm is derived from
redescribing the nature of health. Swinton cautions against the inadequate
language surrounding curing mental illness (p. 205). When health is
understood holistically and not reduced to a mere biological category
or the absence of illness, it may be reimagined as human flourishing
or the abundant life. Readers are reminded, “health is not the absence
of anything; it is the presence of God” (p. 206). Swinton redescribes
health as shalom, a category less concerned with one’s mental state and
far more attentive to curating a right relationship with God. Individuals
can lean into and pursue shalom regardless of experiencing debilitating
psychological or physical capacities. It is within this right relationship
with God that a fullness of health might be found. Per Swinton’s advice,
how might student affairs professionals expand their definition of what
it means to maintain psychological health? How might we lead students
who encounter disorienting or disabling mental health challenges to
find a renewed sense of hope? According to Swinton, we must encourage
everyone towards true shalom, which “enables us to hold on to Jesus in
the midst of the storms” (p. 206).
The overarching question of this book asks, “what does it mean to
be a human person” (p. 1)? More specifically, Swinton explores, “what
does it mean to be a human person who identifies as Christian while
simultaneously suffering from a disruptive mental illness” (p. 3)? The
answer to this question is multifaceted and layered with nuance. At its
core, the field of student development is built on the same anthropologic

question. Hence, when we consider what does it mean to be a human
person who is enrolled in the complex environment of higher education, we
must grapple with how we’ll practice care for those human persons who
have the added strain of distressing mental health challenges. Readers
will benefit from Swinton’s reimagining of the human experience, as he
calls us to deeper empathy, care, and understanding for the mentally
diverse human populations of our campus.
Jeffrey Tabone serves as the Assistant Director of Programs and Student
Formation of the John Wesley Honors College and Assistant Professor
of Honors Humanities at Indiana Wesleyan University.
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There was one book last year that I couldn’t stop talking about:
Yingyi Ma’s Ambitious and Anxious: How Chinese College Students
Succeed and Struggle in American Higher Education. I couldn’t
help bringing it up in conversation with colleagues across campus,
from the Student Success Center to the English Department
to the Center for Intercultural Student Development. Ma’s
writing connected in so many ways. In the book, Ma challenges
higher education practitioners to understand and support all
students even as she deepens, in particular, understanding of
undergraduates from China studying in the US. Her writing
engages by weaving quantitative analysis with qualitative case
study, couching statistics in the context of real student stories.
Ambitious and Anxious examines a recent shift among Chinese
undergraduate students in the US. Prior to about 2014, Chinese
graduate students outnumbered undergrads. In 2005 there
were just 9,304 undergraduate students from China, but just
ten years later, US colleges and universities welcomed 135,629
students from the same demographic, growth that Ma rightly
describes as “staggering” (p. 2). Ma provides context for this
increase, describing shared, formative cultural background and
motivations for Chinese undergrads while honoring nuanced

student stories. Ma, a sociologist teaching at Syracuse University, is
perfectly positioned to write such a book. Her understanding of Chinese
and American cultures and values is grounded not only in her academic
expertise but in her personal experience as a student in both China and
the US.
The book begins with an overview of the anxieties and ambitions Ma
observes in Chinese undergraduates studying in the US. The following
chapters trace the path a Chinese college student might take in their
education. Chapters explicate the context of Chinese educational
culture; they reveal the myriad of decisions students in China and their
families face when it comes to selecting and applying to colleges and
universities; and they unpack questions that loom when a student from
China graduates in the US. Readers encounter undergraduate Chinese
students living in the US through interview data, conveying complex
stories. These stories provide textured context for clearly presented data
about each chapter’s topic. Moving beyond broad brushstrokes, this
pairing provides for understanding of:
• Motivations which include “instrumental” and “idealistic”
considerations in Chapter 2: “A Love for Separation: Study Abroad
as the New Education Gospel in Urban China”
• Different routes Chinese students take to study in US as undergrads
in Chapter 3: “‘From Hello to Harvard’: The Pathways to American
Higher Education”
• Changes many students navigate when studying in the US,
including different responses to that change in Chapter 6: “College
Major Choices, Rationales, and Dilemmas” and Chapter 8:
“Changes and Reflections”
• Students’ sense of belonging in and outside the classroom in
Chapter 5, “Protective Segregation: Chinese Students Hanging Out
Among Themselves” and Chapter 7: “Think Before Speak: A Real
Conundrum for Classroom Participation?”
• Career choices that are affected by globalization, personal goals, and
family goals in Chapter 9: “Stay vs. Return: That Is the Question”
The last chapter, “What American Higher Education Needs to Know
About Chinese Undergraduates,” offers guidance in fostering academic
success and a sense of belonging in our learning communities for
Chinese undergraduates. Each chapter closes with a succinct summary,
naming key take-aways from the chapter.
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Ambitious and Anxious helped me consider the experiences of Chinese
undergraduates in the US from so many different perspectives, but it
left me wondering about these students’ spiritual lives on their academic
journeys. I’m interested in learning more about the spiritual supports,
challenges, and changes Chinese undergraduates experience. Research
into this area would complement Ma’s findings and offer insights for
professionals in American higher education into supporting more
holistic growth.
Even as she attends to particular individual student experiences, Ma
steps back to name the larger cultural factors that serve as backdrop for
these stories. The US and China have respect for the other’s educational
systems, but that respect sometimes displays itself in competition that
might cause each country to miss out on a rare opportunity for deepened
understanding of self and other. The US is respected by many in China
for fostering critical thinking and promoting global citizenship. Beyond
that, Chinese graduates from well-known American institutions have
more career opportunities available. On the other hand, Ma reminds her
readers how many in the US respect China’s educational system for their
students who are high achieving and hard working.
Ma helps us imagine how the US and China might learn from one
another, not just compete to beat each other. Especially in this cultural
moment when the political, cultural, economic relationship with China
is in the news so often, Ma’s book feels timely. She invites the kind of
personal reflection that could lead to a more humble posture in our
educational context. In the Student Life division, we might become better
welcomers when we examine the cultural underpinnings that students
from China share and recognize the different paths each have traveled to
arrive in the US as students. For faculty and staff cultivating classroom
space, Ma’s book challenges us to see anew and reckon with our own
cultural underpinnings—complete with postures and perspectives
about our identity as American educators. We might see our students
more clearly, too, recognizing strengths among students from China,
born of “perseverance, persistence, effort based learning” (p. 108), but
also recognizing the flip side of those strengths: difficulty engaging in
academic activities that require more creativity and critical thinking.
For instructors and academic support counselors alike, Ma’s book helps
us see the “cultural and institutional barriers” (p. 133) that exist for
Chinese undergrads as well as ways we can support holistic bridging to
our learning communities.

I’m encouraged by Ma’s book: We can make changes in our personal,
day-to-day work and in local educational structures to better welcome
students from China. In so doing, I hope we can be leaders in developing
truth and nuance in shared attitudes toward students from China in our
educational communities, and more broadly. Learning—reading books
like Ma’s—seems a good place to start in this incremental change toward
those larger goals.
Sara Vander Bie is an ESL Instructor and Academic Counselor in the
Center for Student Success at Calvin University.
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